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Ars Poetica
Tierney glanced again at the drawing. It looked like nothing—a few
squiggly lines. He hadn’t expected a Raggedy-Andy kind of heart, of course,
but his cardiologist hadn’t even bothered to sketch the fist-shaped mass from
a biology textbook. The only things that had mattered to him were the
arteries stemming from the empty space in the middle of the page, each
artery crossed by two harsh
each intersection flagged by a number, the
percentage blockage.
Tierney returned the paper to his pocket. He stood waiting, but the fat
maitre d’ continued to study his clipboard. The Pasha’s Tent, an expensive
and pretentious restaurant, would not have been Tierney’s first choice on a
usual day. Here in central Istanbul someone had built a Disneyfied Turkey
inside a modern hotel—Tierney had walked through the glass and steel
atrium to arrive at an enormous canopy of red felt filled with kilims and
hanging lanterns.
"Merhaba, Sir,” the man said at last. He scratched at the paper with his
pen. “Good day.” He was sweaty and swarthy and bedecked with gold
chains, and Tierney had taken an immediate dislike to him. “You have got
reservations?”
“ few,” Tierney said.
"Efendim?" The man looked up, puzzled. “Yes? How many peoples?”
“No reservation.” Tierney took a sip from the glass he’d carried from
the hotel
spilling expensive bourbon over its rim with each step. “A
table for two, please.
friend will be joining me.” Friend. The word
sounded false as soon as he said it. A former student?
potential lover? A
woman laughably too young for him?
The maitre d’ ran his eyes up and down Tierney. He frowned. “Today
we
very busy.” He looked again at his clipboard.
Tierney took another drink. Yesterday evening he had gone for the
angiogram—his groin shaved and anesthetized, a catheter shoved up his

► 6

Published by eGrove, 2009

7

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 14 [2009], Art. 30

Yalobusha, Review
femoral artery, dye forced into his blood. Afterwards the doctor had told
him to go home, to rest, to drink plenty of fluids. That last piece of advice
was one that Tierney had decided to follow.
The maitre d clicked his ballpoint. "Inshallah, I am call you on
intercom.” He clicked his pen again. “Your name?”
Tierney glanced again into the tent. Most of the tables stood empty, and
Tierney could see no reason for the snub. On another day, he would simply
have walked out, but he had already arranged to meet Zeynep here.
“Peacock,” Tierney said. “Drew.” He drained his bourbon, turned away
from the tent, and walked back across the atrium to the hotel bar.
The bar was airport-lounge bland—chrome sling-backed chairs and
tinted glass—but at least it wasn’t Ottoman kitsch. And people had gathered
here, unlike the deserted restaurant. The tables were filled with foreign
businessmen, upscale tourists, and rich Turks. Tierney knew he looked out of
place in his tattered khakis and T-shirt. He took his same seat at the bar.
“Bourbon. Rocks.” He’d been ordering the good stuff, imported.
“Slow down,” the bartender said. She was dark-haired and slight and
pretty in the way that youth
lend itself to relatively ordinary features.
She poured him a fresh glass. “It’s not a race.”
“If only that were true,” Tierney replied.
She shrugged and sat the glass in front of him. Tierney studied her while
she served another customer. It was surprising to see a woman tending bar
in Istanbul. How old was she? College-aged or just beyond. In King Lear
Tierney recalled, Kent said that he was old enough “not to love a woman for
singing.” Tierney sometimes wondered if he would ever feel that old.
College seemed not so long ago. Nothing seemed so long ago. It was too
easy to think that he was still young enough to be attractive.
He glanced through the wall of tinted glass that separated the bar from
the world outside, and he was struck by the unreality of the hotel. In here
temperature and daylight were controlled for the men in suits—the lights
dimmed; the air so cool that Tierney wished for a sweater. Out there,
outside the window, tourists in shorts wiped at their foreheads while a
school-aged boy in ragged sweatpants hustled them for shoe
Tierney took the piece of paper from his pocket and laid it on the
counter. His cardiologist, a very young man who spoke English well, had
studied the results of his angiogram and said, “Cabbage.”
Tierney had shaken his head.
“Cabbage. Coronary Artery Bypass Grafting.” The doctor had sketched
out Tierney’s clogged arteries. “You
get a second opinion, of course.
But I wouldn’t wait long.”
As surely as Tierney knew anything, he knew this was a death sentence.
Perhaps not tomorrow nor the next day, but an ending of life. At best, how
long might a bypass last? Ten years? And then what? Tierney’s own father
had died of a heart attack.
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A voice interrupted his thoughts. “Tierney, old boy. Good to see you.”
Tierney looked up. The Arse Poetica.
Or so Tierney had named him. He was never certain of the man’s real
name—Scott something or something Scott. In addition to the writing of
abysmal poetry, Scott seemed to make a career of hanging out in expat bars,
bumming cigarettes and accepting free drinks. He sidled up to tourists to tell
them about his exotic life as an expatriate poet. He certainly dressed for the
part, Tierney thought, in his clothes of inky black. His white hair was
tousled. His round, tortoiseshell glasses rested halfway down his nose.
“Scott,” Tierney said. “Find someone else to befriend. I teach high
school, remember? No money.”
Scott laughed loudly and too long. He pointed his finger at Tierney like
a gun and mimed firing a shot. “I’ll catch
with you later.”
Tierney watched him work the room, moving from group to group. He
was tiny. Perhaps not freakishly short, but more than a foot shorter than
Tierney. Scott was vaguely connected with Tierney’s school, and stories
about his vindictiveness were legendary.
fellow teacher swore that she had
once seen Scott in a fight with a one-legged man. The man’s prosthesis had
come off, fallen to the floor, and every time he crawled toward it, Scott had
kicked it just out of reach.
After yesterday’s meeting with the cardiologist, Tierney had decided
upon a weekend of hedonism. On a whim, he’d checked into this five-star
hotel, with its pricy restaurant and spa. He’d spent the evening in the hotel
bar—he couldn’t recall how he’d found his way back up to his room. This
morning, after several more drinks, he had called Zeynep, something he had
promised himself he wouldn’t do.
He had last seen her when she’d returned home to Istanbul for winter
break. Zeynep had been a good student of literature, one of his finest, and
he’d met with her to hear about her studies. They had both drunk too
much. Outside the bar she’ leaned into him and raised her face to his. He
kissed her, and she kissed back. He slid his hands under her jacket, under her
ter. d It hadn’t gone farther than that. Tierney had stepped back. “I
can’t.” Afterwards he was uncertain of why he’d said it.
She’d kept sending him e-mails. Almost daily. Chatty notes about her
classes. Reminders of when she would return to Istanbul for summer
vacation. He ignored them or sent back noncommittal replies. But she
continued to write. What could she possibly see in him? He was fat; he was
old. He’d begun to worry that there was something not right about the girl,
and he’ been relieved when finally, a month or two ago, the deluge of
emails had trickled to a stop.
But today he’d invited her to lunch. He hadn’t mentioned that he had a
room at the hotel. Like Big Daddy, Tierney thought, he was contemplating
“pleasure with women.” And why not? She wasn’t his student anymore.
She was of legal age. She could have anyone she wanted. Still, Tierney had
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hoped that the hotel was too upscale to be frequented by other teachers from
his school.
Scott reappeared at Tierney’s side. “What’s that you’ve got there?” He
picked up the paper from the bar and turned it from side to side. “Golf
scores?”
Tierney took a drink. “Heart problems,” he said.
“Oh, dear.” Scott pulled out a stool and sat down. “When did you
acquire one?”
“Piss off, Scott.” Tierney reached for the drawing, but Scott pulled it
away.
“Joshing, Tierney. Don’t be so sensitive.” He motioned for the
bartender. “Buy me a drink and let me commiserate.”
The bartender looked at Tierney, questioning. He considered. Perhaps
conversation at the moment was better than none. “He’ll have a beer,”
Tierney told her, but immediately he regretted the decision. “And bring me
another.”
“I’d rather have what you’re having,” Scott said, tapping on Tierney’s
glass.
“Beer,” Tierney repeated. “Domestic.”
Scott had once, over Tierney’s objections, given a reading at İstiklal
Academy. “We have a talented English-speaking poet in our community,”
Tierney’s director had said. “Why don’t we make use of him?”
Tierney replied, “Just tell me we’ not paying him.”
The students gathered for an assembly, and Scott paraded around the
stage. During one of his poems, Scott’s eyes welled with tears, like the Player
King in Hamlet. That was the moment when Tierney nicknamed him.
Tierney had also begun to compose doggerel in his mind. More poser than
poet, it had begun.
The bartender placed a glass and a
of Efes in front of Scott and slid
Tierney a glass of bourbon. Tierney caught Scott’s eye and gestured toward
the drawing. “Yesterday I found out that my doctor wants to
a vein from
my leg and do some plumbing in my chest.” He waited for Scott to react.
“He’s going to spread my sternum and stop my heart on the operating
table.”
Scott pushed aside the glass and took a drink from the can. He looked
at Tierney. “Ars longa, vita brevis.” He took another sip of beer. “I lapse
into the Latin.”
“That’s your commiseration?”
“That’s all you get
an Efes.” He sat the can on the bar. “My
sympathies grow when I drink something other than cow piss.”
How wonderful, Tierney thought, that this man who makes such an
opera of his own
has so little capacity for empathy.
The intercom crackled.
voice announced, “Drew Peacock, please.
Drew Peacock.”
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“That’s me,” Tierney said, happy for the excuse.
“Sorry to hear it, old man.”
“I didn’t think he’d really say it.” Tierney counted out a wad of lira and
dropped it on the counter. “Next time I’ll be Alf Hucker.”
"Charmant. You know what I admire about you, Tierney? Your
maturity.”
Tierney rose to his feet and felt the familiar tightening in his chest, a
ss that didn’t want to go away. The
A result of his displeasure with
upon
now,Scott and the effort of standing, Tierney supposed.
The pains had recently
become more frequent. He headed toward the exit. “Steady on,” someone
“
said, and Tierney was surprised to realize
he had bumped into a chair. A
drink had spilled.
“Sorry.”
“I wasn’t entirely joking,” Scott called after him. Tierney turned to face
him. “We’re men of letters, you and I. We should live in art.” Scott stood
showboating for the crowd. “Do you remember your Yeats?” He shut
his eyes and began to recite: “An aged man is but a paltry thing. . .”
Tierney took a step to steady himself. “Must you close your eyes?”
“A tattered coat
a stick, unless
clap its hand and sing A Scott
looked at Tierney and took a small bow.
couple at a nearby table gave him
a brief round of applause. The bartender laughed.
“Men of letters,” Tierney said. God but Scott had perfected the role of
asinine little pseud. Tierney must have taught “Sailing to Byzantium” a
hundred times; he was certain he knew the poem better than Scott, the
ignoramus, did. “Here’s a few lines of poesy I wrote about you.” Tierney
closed his eyes in imitation:

Soul

"More poser than poet, your verses don’t scan;
You bellow emotion, more haircut than man. "
The room had gone quiet. Tierney opened his eyes. People stared. He
decided to continue:

“More actor than artist, most needy offame;
You give public readings without any shame."

He turned back toward the door and made his way to the atrium.
You wound me,” Scott called out. Tierney could tell that Scott was
trying to keep his voice light, but Tierney, to his delight, could hear the
anger underneath. “’Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church-door;
but ’tis enough, ’twill serve. You prick.”
Tierney could see Zeynep talking to the maitre d’. He hurried across the
atrium towards her. She looked different. It wasn’t just that he was
accustomed to seeing her in her school uniform. When Tierney had taught
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her, she’d played the part of the rebel. Now she resembled the moneyed
young people in the bar. Her clothes weren’t overstated—a sleeveless blouse,
a pair of slacks—but Tierney was sure they were pricey.
A hand clasped Tierney’s arm at the bicep, a firm grip, not friendly.
Tierney turned his head to see a crew-cut in a blue suit, vaguely simian.
“Hotel security.” Tierney glanced at the man’s nametag: Tim Bradford. An
American, Tierney guessed, ex-military—they all looked the
these guys.
Tierney tried to pull away, but the man squeezed his bicep tighter and
Tierney shrugged in pain. “Would you step over here, sir?” He pulled
Tierney toward the side of the atrium.
“For fuck’s sake! Easy.” The pain shot through Tierney’s entire arm.
“I’m a guest at the hotel.”
Bradford loosened his grip on Tierney’s arm. “Sir, I want you to think
of this as a warning. Do you understand me, sir? Slow down on the
drinking. No more poetry recitals.”
“Recitations,” Tierney corrected.
The man again tightened his grip and rammed his thumb into Tierney’s
armpit. “Are you understanding me, sir?” Tierney tried to back away from
the pain, but he was held fast. “No funny names on the intercom. No more
behavior like last night’s. If you can’t straighten up, we’ll ask you to leave.”
Bradford seemed to have drilled his thumb into a nerve. “I understand,”
Tierney said. “Jesus.”
The man relaxed his grip, and Tierney wrenched his arm free.
He smoothed out his T-shirt. He could make out the red outline of the
man’s fingers on his upper arm. Tierney hurried toward Zeynep, hoping
that she hadn’t seen. If he had driven
in a Mercedes, the staff would treat
him differently. Not only could they smell money, as pigs do truffles, but
they could also scent its absence.
He again felt the pressure in his chest. He reached his hand to his
pocket and
for the drawing. Not there. He checked the other pockets.
He must have left it on the bar.
Zeynep turned as he approached. She looked beautiful. He kissed her
on both cheeks, the Turkish manner of greeting, even among men. It
shouldn’t have felt awkward, but Tierney took a step back. “Hello,
Darkling,” he said—a joke between them, one that had sprung from her
misreading of a line from Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale.”
Zeynep smiled uncertainly. “I’m just here for a minute.” Her accent
sounded American now. “I can’t stay.”
He wondered why he had ever discouraged her. Now he would have to
work harder, so much harder. “Have a drink. At least.”
She hesitated. “Just for a while.”
The fat maitre d’ led them inside The Pasha’s Tent. Gilded poles
supported a roof of red
embroidered with golden thread. Tierney had to
admit it was impressive. Luxurious. Sumptuous. This pasha had obviously

II ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol14/iss1/30

12

Editors: Volume 14 (2009): Complete issue

Yalobusha Review

known the good life that Tierney craved this weekend. The maitre d’
stopped by a low coffee table, a gleaming copper platter encircled by
embroidered rugs and pillows. “Your table, Drew bey."
Tierney looked doubtfully at the small table. He couldn’t imagine sitting
on the floor throughout the meal. “How about something with chairs?”
The maitre d’ shrugged. “Reservationed.”
Tierney looked again and saw that a shallow pit surrounded the table.
Zeynep stepped down nimbly to the sunken floor. Tierney squatted, slid his
buttocks to the ledge, and maneuvered his legs into the empty space beneath
the table. His upper thigh ached where the catheter had been inserted, but
at least he wouldn’t be forced to eat his meal in cross-legged discomfort.
“One our waiters is ill.” The maitre d’ stood, towering above them. “So
I’m gonna be wait on you personally.” He said this as if it were an honor
bestowed upon them.
Tierney waved away the menu. He knew what he wanted; he had
planned it
leaving the doctor’s office. He wanted a dish he hadn’t
allowed himself in years, his cardiologist’s nightmare. “Iskender kebab,” he
said.
heaping plate of sliced mutton atop Turkish bread, the meat
drenched in tomato
and melted butter.
maybe?” The headwaiter sighed, not bothering to contain his
exasperation. “Maybe soup? There’s one salad that’s cheap.”
In his quest for hedonism, Tierney had managed to find the rudest
waiter in all of Turkey. He wanted to put the man in his place, but
Bradford’s warning was fresh in his mind. “Consider that my starter.” He
turned to Zeynep. “What will you have?”
She hesitated. “I’m not staying. Really.”
“Bring an extra plate,” Tierney told the headwaiter. And choose a
bottle of red wine for us. Something good.”
The maitre d’ gave him an unctuous
as if Tierney had at last done
something right. He turned and waddled out of the tent.
Zeynep fumbled in her bag and brought out a pack of Marlboro Lights,
not the brown-filtered Turkish variety but the American ones. “I was
surprised you phoned.”
“You look good.” He wondered how she could have changed so much
in so short of time. What chance did he have of convincing her to stay?
“College agrees with you.”
Zeynep took out a lighter—silvered, Tierney noticed, not disposable—
and lit her cigarette. “I’m not sure what to call you now,” she said. She
waved the cigarette smoke away. “Sir
a little formal, considering.”
Tierney registered the tinge of anger in her voice. “Everyone seems to
call me Tierney,” he said. He watched her drag hard on her cigarette, as if
she never thought to worry about cancer, or heart disease, or bad skin. The
invincibility of youth.
The headwaiter arrived carrying a copper tray. “I got you a
bottle.”
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He knelt by the table and unloaded two glasses and a bottle of red, French,
not Turkish. Tierney felt a moment of apprehension as he considered how
much it could cost but then decided it didn’t matter. Today he wouldn’t
worry about
The maitre d’ uncorked the wine and offered a dollop
for Tierney to sample. “Just pour it,” Tierney said. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
The maitre d’ scowled and rose to his feet, puffing as he hefted his
weight. “That wine needs to breathe.”
“I’ll give it mouth to mouth.” Tierney handed a glass to Zeynep, picked
up the bottle, and topped up her glass nearly to its rim. He poured
somewhat less in his own glass, knowing that he needed to slow down.
"Cam cam'a değil; can can'a" he said.
Turkish toast, one of the few he
knew—not glass to glass, but soul to soul. He touched the rim of his glass to
d
. takes
Just outside the tent, The Arse Poetica spoke to the headwaiter. Tierney
reel
watched with apprehension. He would prefer that Scott didn’t see him with
Zeynep, especially not after their encounter in the bar.
She took a sip of her wine. “I didn’t think you wanted to see me again.”
It took Tierney a moment to process what she was saying. He realized
he was drunk. He tried his wine. Whatever else he might say about the
maitre d’, the man had chosen a good bottle.
Scott entered the tent arm in arm with two white haired women; his
head came up only to their sagging breasts. The women, sisters perhaps,
sported the standard-issue tourist uniform for older Americans, blue leisure
wear and glaring white tennis shoes. Tierney gestured toward the entrance.
“Check out Scott’s harem."
Zeynep turned to look. She held her wine in one hand, the cigarette in
the other. “Didn’t he read poetry at our school?”
“Poetry is a generous term for what he read.” Tierney let his mind
for a moment. “Try effluvia.”
As his party passed by, Scott called out, “It’s easy to be a critic, Tierney,
but it
courage to create.”
“Perhaps you should give cowardice a try,” Tierney answered.
Scott’s women looked at each other; one clucked her tongue. Tierney
tried to recall when he’ last been clucked at. Scott led them across the tent
to a table, a full-sized one, Tierney noted, with chairs.
Zeynep stubbed out her cigarette in a large copper ashtray. “You made
up a poem about him.”
“A rhyme. I wouldn’t call that poetry either. I’ve been trying to
remember it.”
Tierney watched as Scott seated his women and again crossed the tent
towards him. This wouldn’t be a social visit—Tierney was certain that Scott
was coming to surveil Zeynep. How much trouble could the manikin make
for him? Enough. In the last year, Tierney had been fired from his school
and then rehired at the last possible moment. He knew that his position was
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less than secure. Zeynep was no longer his student, but Tierney might still
have to explain himself to his director.
Scott walked to the edge of their pit and crouched. He spoke in a low
voice: “You really are an infuriating cocksucker, Tierney. But probably I
should thank you.” He nodded toward the white-headed women. “They’
buying me lunch because they
sorry for me.”
Tierney eyed him squatting. “Getting ready to create?”
Scott grimaced and turned to Zeynep. “Who’s the lucky lady?”
“Fuck off,” Tierney said. “Please.”
All right.” He rose to his feet, still focused on Zeynep. “I
tell
when I’m not wanted.” He ran a hand through his mop of white hair,
seemingly to increase its disarray, and returned to the women at the other
table.
Tierney waited until Scott had reached his table before he recited for
Zeynep:

“You’re practiced at witty; you've polished obscure.
You've rehearsed all the stories we’re forced to endure.”

“I remember it.” She drank her wine quickly, gulping more than
sipping. “You should write poetry for real.”
“No,” Tierney said. He reached out with the bottle and refilled her
glass. “I don’t hate the world that much.”
“Tierney, I want to change my major.”
He wondered for a moment if in his drunkenness he had missed a
transition, but then he realized she was continuing a conversation they had
begun during their last meeting. At her parents’ insistence, she had enrolled
as a student of International Relations, some sort of business program
focusing on foreign markets. “You should,” he said.
“I do want to study English, really, but my parents are paying for
everything.”
“You were one of the most talented students I’ve ever taught,” he said.
“Anywhere.” She smiled and looked away. “Don’t squander your talents.”
“You didn’t write back to me.” She took another long drink of wine and
then looked back at him. “I
stupid for writing.”
Somewhere nearby a fax machine, or perhaps a dial-up modem, began to
chirrup in short twittering bursts. Tierney twisted his head toward the noise
and noticed an elaborate wooden birdcage inlaid with mother-of-pearl.
parakeet sang inside. The noise hadn’t been electronic at all. What a setting
this is, Tierney thought.
dream of splendor.
She picked up her cigarettes and shook out another. She looked in his
eyes. “Why didn’t you write me?”
The bird trilled behind him. “I wasn’t sure it was a good idea.” His
mind slipped back to Scott standing in the bar and enjoining him to live for
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art; to sail to Byzantium. In this tent of hand-woven carpets, gold
embroidery, and wrought
it seemed possible to travel back in time—to
an earlier Istanbul,
back to the holy city of Yeats’s poem. Not the world
of the dying generations, where birds sing and lovers embrace, but a world of
art and artifice.
Zeynep smiled. “I hated to lose contact with you. You mean a lot to
me.”
How many times had he taught that poem? Like Nietzsche’s eternal
return, the works and writers circled back to him. Shakespeare year after
year. Other writers—Conrad, Whitman, Frost—had more distant orbits, and
still others swirled nebulously as
to other texts—Keats’s nightingale,
which sang for emperor and clown, gyred back as the enameled clockwork
bird in “Sailing to Byzantium.”
“You don’t have to worry about me.” She extended the pack of
cigarettes to Tierney. “I’m tough. I just need to know that you care.”
He fumbled a cigarette from the pack. Despite the air conditioning, he
felt over-warm. Perhaps he should be resting as the doctor suggested. The
tightness in his chest had begun again, worse than before. He felt suffocated.
“Excuse me.” He struggled to push himself up from the pit. On his way
out of the tent he passed the headwaiter carrying an enormous plate of
Iskender Kebap, sliced döner meat overflowing the edges; red sauce spotted
with yogurt.
Tierney stumbled into the atrium and took a seat on a leather couch.
The angina was stronger than he had ever felt, oppressive. He could tell that
he had broken out in a
Tierney held his head in hands and took a
deep breath.
He knew that he could convince Zeynep to stay. He needed only to
be
ure her
affections. But it struck him that she was a child, really, still
canof hisfree
struggling to break
from her parents. The hoary cliché old enough to be
her father entered his mind.
Scott emerged from the tent.
felt
“Your friend seems young.” He sat on the couch next to Tierney.
“Perhaps I should squire one of your ladies.” Tierney’s arms
heavy, a
sensation that frightened him. He remembered another line from Yeats—he
couldn’t get the goddamned poem out of his mind now—that the heart was
“fastened to a dying animal.”
Scott polished his glasses against his black shirt. “If you could get me
some more readings at your school, I could forget I saw you here today.”
He returned the glasses to his face, carefully sliding them halfway down his
nose. “I
very forgetful.”
It wouldn’t be hard to do what Scott asked. Tierney’s director had raved
about Scott’s last performance. “You’d want compensation, I suppose?”
“You’d hardly expect me to read for free.”
The absurdity of the situation pissed Tierney off. “I’d expect you to pay
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us,” Tierney said. He was aware that he’d half-shouted the words. He
leaned his head into his hands again, wishing the pain away.
Bradford, the security man, hurried over and stood in front of the couch.
“There’s no problem here, is there, sirs?”
Scott held up his hands. “I get the message, Tierney. Say no more.”
He walked back into the restaurant. Bradford stared at Tierney as if in
warning.
Tierney rose to his feet and made his way to the toilet. He stood at the
sink and splashed water on his face. He looked at himself in the mirror. In
his youth, women had told him that he was handsome.
Zeynep was beautiful, desirable, smart. What did she want from him? A
father, perhaps, or a mentor. But Tierney wondered why that should matter.
If he had education and experience on his side, she had youth and beauty on
hers. And Tierney knew which the world valued more.
Turn off your brain, he told himself. Go back in. Flirt. Don’t think.
See what happens.
He made his way back across the atrium and entered the restaurant.
Zeynep wasn’t at the table. He turned. She wasn’t in the tent.
He walked to the table. The tabletop was spilling over with flatware and
hollowware, and
enormous plate of Iskender Kebab filled the center. The
bottle of wine and the glasses had been relegated to the floor at the edge of
the pit. At Zeynep’s place, a folded scrap of paper was tucked under the
edge of her plate.
Why had she left him a note? Tierney bent to pick up the piece of paper.
He unfolded it and looked at the drawing of his heart.
Scott, Tierney thought. He had left the paper with Scott at the bar. He
turned, but Scott was already walking towards him.
“Your playmate left.”
Tierney held up the drawing. “What did you say to her?”
“I asked if there was a message, but she said she had your number. I
allowed as to how she certainly did.”
Tierney clenched his fist. He was certain that he could swat down Scott
with a single blow. “What did you tell her?”
“Perhaps she was put off by the thought that your petit mort could lead to
the big sleep.” He smiled. “You know how young girls are funny that way.”
Come a
closer, Tierney thought. And then he caught site of
Bradford, the
guard, hovering just outside the tent. Tierney decided
he wouldn’t throw the first punch. But no one, he thought, could blame him
if he were forced to defend himself. “Homunculus,” Tierney whispered. “You
are a spiteful little pigmy.”
“Temper, temper,’ Scott said. He turned his back on Tierney and walked
toward his table of white-haired women.
Tierney called out, “I just remembered the ending of my poem.” He
began to
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"When you go drinking, you cry in your beer;
You market your heartbreak for others to hear. ”
Scott turned, his face twisted in anger. “Shut up, Tierney.”

“And when this poem’s finished and I've thought the thing through,
I'll go to the mirror and pray I'm not you."

“You fucker.” Scott, all five-foot-nothing of him, charged at Tierney, his
head down like a cartoon
“Cocksucker,” he shouted, running forward.
Move aside, Tierney thought. He took a step but put his foot down in the
empty space between table and floor. For a brief moment Tierney
himself in midair, aware of the fall to come, and he twisted and reached out
to catch himself. But his outstretched arm also found the hollow ring around
the table. Tierney landed chest-first on the copper tabletop.
He was aware of the sound he’d made upon impact, a tremendous
whump that reverberated even in the fabric-filled tent. For a moment,
Tierney lay still, trying to assess where the pain was coming from. He
couldn’t breathe. He rolled to his
and a dish crashed to the floor.
There were broken plates under him. He wasn’t sure if he was bleeding. His
shirt was covered with tomato sauce and yogurt. He tried to rise to his feet,
but the pain stopped him. He rolled instead onto the main floor. He looked
up to see Scott standing over him.
“
you okay,” Scott asked.
Tierney gasped for air. He tried to speak, but no words came out.
“Is it your heart?”
Tierney struggled for breath. His ribs and chest ached. His lungs
seemed to have failed. A heart attack, he thought. He tried to tell Scott to
get help.
Another voice. “Is he hurt?” Bradford, the crew-cut.
Tierney gasped. He rocked, holding his chest. The fat maitre d’ stood
watching him, too. For Christ’s sake, Tierney thought, I’m in cardiac arrest,
and no one will move to help
“He won’t talk,” Scott said. “I think he’s having a heart attack.”
Bradford bent down. “Are you having a heart attack, sir?”
Suddenly Tierney took in air, a rusty sob of a breath. He realized that
the wind had been knocked out of him, something he’d last experienced in
grade school after a fall from the monkey bars. Tierney held his sides and
wheezed.
“Call an ambulance,” Bradford said. The headwaiter started to waddle
away.
“No,” Tierney spat out. He was beginning to breathe again. He felt
tears in his eyes. “I’m just winded.”
Bradford studied Tierney’s face. “No heart attack? Are you certain, sir?”
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He knelt down. “Do you need medical assistance, sir?”
Tierney shook his head. “Help me up.” Bradford and the headwaiter
grabbed his hands and tried to pull him forward.
“Get him outta here,” the headwaiter said.
Bradford held Tierney under the armpit. Tierney was walked out of the
tent and into the atrium. “I shouldn’t have bothered giving you a warning,”
Bradford said. He pulled Tierney out a side door and gave him an easy
shove. Tierney felt the blast of the July heat after the cool of the climatecontrolled hotel. He sank down on a step, hugging his ribs. “You can’t
here, sir,” Bradford said. “This is hotel property. You can go around the
side to get to the main square. But don’t try to come back in the hotel.”
“I have a room,” Tierney said.
“Not any more. Do you have luggage, sir? I can have it brought
down.”
“No luggage.”
“We’ll charge your credit card for the wine and the food.” The door
shut. Tierney looked down at the splatter of red and white, like blood and
pus,
his gray T-shirt. The shirt was sopping, but he had no way to
clean it. He’d have to find a public toilet or a less discriminating hotel.
He rose to his feet. He wondered if he had broken ribs or merely
bruised them. He limped slowly around the side of the hotel. Down the
hill, heading away from the main square, he spied a girl in a sleeveless white
blouse. Zeynep. He turned in her direction.
Her pace was fast, but Tierney followed as best he could. Soon he had
wandered away from the tourist area into an unfamiliar neighborhood. An
old part of town, a labyrinth of narrow streets. Most of the women here
wore headscarves and full-length blue raincoats. Sometimes, ahead of him,
Tierney thought he caught sight of Zeynep’s bare arms and uncovered hair.
Where could she be going? This, most certainly, was not her turf. He
quickened his pace, and the pressure in his chest intensified.
The street narrowed, and Tierney tried to push his way through the
crowds.
porter approached, a human pack-animal saddled so that he could
carry
enormous bundle on his back, and Tierney flattened himself against
a shop front.
He glanced in its window.
gray-bearded man worked a pedal-powered
sewing machine. Next to him sat a boy doing handwork on a shirt. Tierney
wondered if the boy was the man’s son or his apprentice. They learned their
trades so young here. Tierney had once seen a bent wheel rim hammered
true by two boys barely old enough to wield a mallet. By the time this boy
was eighteen, he would be a master of his craft.
Perhaps Byzantium was gone—no more clockwork birds of gold and
enamel—but surely the crafts lived on in Istanbul. And mightn’t there be
something noble in that? To be an expert at one’s craft?
Tierney turned and glanced down the street. No sign of Zeynep. Had
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he seen her at all? He noticed a barber’s pole opposite him; the barber sat
smoking a cigarette in a folding chair outside his shop. Tierney felt strangled
by the pressure in his chest. He wanted to rest. He wanted comfort.
Tierney crossed the street, and the man greeted him with “Salaam.” His
eyes seemed to take in Tierney’s sauce-stained shirt, but he made no mention
of it.
“ shave,” Tierney said. He struggled to remember the phrase. "Sakal
tıraşı olmak istiyorum.”
He entered the shop, a narrow room with a single chair. The counters,
Tierney noticed, were marble, even in this low-rent neighborhood. He
reclined in the chair and watched as the barber sharpened his razor on a
leather strop. The man worked up a cup of lather with water heated in a
kettle.
Vita brevis, ars longa, Scott had said. Life is short; art is long. But did
that mean that one could find immortality in art, as Yeats desired? Or had
Chaucer gotten closer to the meaning when he wrote, The lyf so short, the
craft so long to lerne?
The barber soaped Tierney’s face with a brush and shaved him with
short, sure strokes. After each pass of the razor, he wiped the blade on a
cloth. The barber finished shaving Tierney once and then soaped his face
again. Tierney could hear the scrape of the razor against his flesh.
Live in literature, Scott had advised. Another line from Yeats sprang to
mind: Nor is there singing school but studying Monuments of its own
magnificence. Tierney had taught literature for thirty years. What else had
he done but study the monuments of art? There were books he knew better
than he knew the people around him. He had lived in literature but not in
life. Childless, loveless. The students he cared for moved on.
Why, Tierney wondered, had Zeynep fled the restaurant when Scott gave
her the drawing? Perhaps she was terrified by his frailty, as Scott had
suggested. Or perhaps she had recognized the desperation in his calling her
on this day. Or perhaps she, too, had seen the irony in the map of his
heart—the clogged pathways to
empty core.
The barber dried Tierney’s face with a towel. A boy ran into the shop to
take the towel and hang it outside on the clotheshorse. The barber doused
his hands with sharp, lemon-scented cologne. He leaned Tierney forward
and kneaded his neck with thumbs and knuckles. Somewhere nearby,
Tierney could hear the sound of an Ay-Gaz truck playing its jingle. The
trucks sold containers of liquid propane gas for cooking, but their electronic
music reminded Tierney of ice cream vans.
It occurred to Tierney that in all his years of teaching literature, he had
written nothing but academic papers. No novel, no poetry save the odd bit
of doggerel composed in his mind and never set to paper. Thirty years of
singing school, but he had never sung.
The barber wrapped cotton wool around a metal rod, dipped it in

19 ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol14/iss1/30

20

Editors: Volume 14 (2009): Complete issue
Yalobusha Review

alcohol, and set it alight. He brought the flaming taper towards Tierney’s
ears in quick motions, singeing away the hairs. Perhaps, Tierney thought, the
true artist is simply a master craftsman. There was more artistry in one of
this man’s haircuts than in ten of Scott’s effusions.
Could Zeynep be moved, Tierney wondered, if he were to write her a
poem? A sonnet, perhaps.
form that he could craft and hone. The AyGaz truck passed in front of the shop, its jingle blaring from a loudspeaker.
" Gel! Gel!" someone shouted, helping the truck to negotiate the narrow
street. Tierney began to draft some first lines in his head. Darkling, I look
for you, and I listen for
above the music of the street. No, he thought,
that’s shit. All wrong, all wrong. It was all wrong, but he would fix it. He
would.
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Mark Wagenaar

Winner of the 2009 Yellowwood Prize
for Poetry
Judge: Ann Fisher-Wirth
Revenant
From above the depths a loon calls into the distance,
one last note on the last string of the lyre,
the cry of someone who has only half-returned
from the shades of the underworld with no one
beside him, a foot in this life & a foot still in the water.
When a loon calls from above the depths into the distance,
the next world’s soot-filled
are shaken from the branch,
the pomegranates of ashes split apart, the salt pillars
tremble. Someone who has only half-returned

from that world would recognize it, someone burned
by the voices in the fires, a foot still in the cinders.
When you call from the depths into the distance
above, it’s a lament for touch, your hand on her cheekbone,
on her thigh, for honeysuckle scent thick as silk on the air,
it’s the cry of someone who remembers wheat holding up the sun,

the
the
the
the

mouth-feel of cold cherries, the rain’s unending mantras,
moon’s horses a white wildfire on the sea. You’ll hear
loon calling to you in the depths from the glassy heavens,
cry of someone who will soon descend again.
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Mark Wagenaar

Lines for a Thirtieth Birthday
-for Jane
No one knew who had forgotten
the cake, but then someone said
something about the tiny cicadas
in the grasses after dark, the frail net

of sound wrapping round close,
insistent. It was because the band
never showed up, & the magician
was asking everyone about his lost
rabbit—one guest saw it as a metaphor
of some kind, but he didn’t mention
it again. What’s lost in the translation,
between voice & ear? You gather
only what the silence allows you to,
the poem a history of everything
you’ve been forbidden to think,
the names you promised never to

say. Time & light are the same
thing somewhere behind our backs,
said the unwanted guest, the shtick
of creation, but this caused confusion
among the rest of us, & it seemed
to have nothing to do with turning
thirty.
the phone was ringing,
the veal smoking, the entire mise

en scene different from all our
expectations. Just imagine tuning
the
piano, you
or begetting
the revolution with Fidel & Raul

► 22

Published by eGrove, 2009
said,

23

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 14 [2009], Art. 30

Yalobusha Review
& the rest—this is the difficulty
of a new decade, the re-reinvention
of the self, & if there’s no candles
there’s no wish—je
vais pas nulle

part, you sighed. Well, the uninvited
might be slipping out with our best wine
& silverware, & the birthday song
they pounded out on the battered

keys sounded like half an accordion
strangling three
but before you
mention the student who thought
Alex’s song in 'Clockwork Orange’

was Beethoven’s ‘Night Symphony,’
& before you tell me that at the end
of every revolution a bewildered
king stumbles to the gallows at dawn,
I want to say that your two no's
pull out as one knotted scarf from
the magician’s mouth, & become
the yes the world dissolves into,
& I want to tell you about the high
passes in the mountains, the orange
prayer flags flapping in the wind,
a flag for
year of your life.
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Patrici Fargnoli

Love Eccentric
The cow of my heart is mooning again,
hooves
together
like a Spanish dancer in red lace.
Over there, the lush field sets off bells,
releases the passion of daisies. Wind presses
the flanks of the cow
who is munching her way up the slope.
Miles from the sea, I taste the brine
in
coffee, hear sun rattling
its high ribcage on the mountain.

A crow arrives on Mt. Monadnock
& will not be driven away.
O love if you leave, I will never
jump the cheese-faced moon again.
Once, an old Italian woman in a black shawl,
met me in the hills north of Naples.
She handed me three red wildflowers & a gold horn
to ward off the curse of loneliness.

I travel west toward you
all the time in my dreams
and sometimes in my waking life.
When I arrive at your station, the train
stops with a screech & the conductor shouts:
But that's how it is
door of despair.

know—the ironclad

I shout back: You're wrong. Here's the secret—
the crow will tell you all ofjoy
need to know
from his singing branch in the olive tree.
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Junebug

Lanessa Miller
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Lyzette Wanzer

Signatures
Michel Foucault must have been rolling in his grave. That, or he was
winking. The order of things? A dark-skinned black bartender, old enough
to be my grandfather, glasses, mustache, stately carriage, appeared in the
parlor and inquired about our drink selections. Camille ordered a Cabernet;
I declined. Puzzled, she asked, “Isn’t Zinfandel your favorite?” and ordered
a glass for me. I wouldn’t make eye contact with the bartender. What must
he think? What must he have endured over the decades, suffered, borne, to
have matters come to this, to this, to serving a black woman less than half his
in a tony parlor? This was, decidedly, a patent disorder of things.
Helter-skelter, topsy turvy, downside up.

One Cab, one Zin. Clear view of the curving staircase with gleaming
banister. The sofas, plush as mittens. Queen Anne graced everything else.
neat array of hors d’oeuvres on a three-tiered carousel. Camille helped
herself to a small saucer of cucumber-and-cream cheese squares. Whole
wheat.

Beyond the introductory remarks on the landing page, the web site had been
inaccessible. All of the whitebready cargo tucked away behind a Members
Only log-on screen. The introduction said the club had been founded a
century ago and had a true country counterpart in the North Georgia
mountains. Robert T. Jones, Jr. golf course, stables, tennis, six-lane pool.
The deep end, fifteen feet.
Drinks only, Camille insisted, just try it for drinks. We don’t have to eat
there. They don’t do
or plastic, we’ll charge my husband’s account.
It’ll be good literary fodder, don’t you think, you might use it in a story
some time. Just want you to experience it. This was Atlanta, chocolate city
extraordinaire, and she was still color blind. Now, some would call that sort
of vitiated vision progress, but not I. My preference? That folks see the
import, see the impact, learn the implication of the questions they ask, the
overtures they make.
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She toured me around the club’s five floors, wine glasses in our hands. I was
most struck by the chess and billiard rooms, framed photos against dark
paneled walls showing row upon row of sartorial white males, rolls of prior
chess teams in tight script, wizened parchment under glass. Camille pointed
out some names with whom or from whom her husband’s family connected,
descended. On the top floor, the predominately Vietnamese-American staff
prepared a lavish ballroom for a wedding reception. Every staff member we
encountered throughout greeted Camille by name, by smile.
Still, privilege implies, often confers, a genuine inability to step inside
another’s
to borrow perspectives. When this occurs with someone in
your social circle, an invitation, however innocently extended, ripens into an
epee. We had dinner reservations at the home-cooking restaurant, west end
of town. I’ chosen it because I loved fried catfish. Camille liked it, too, but
called mid-week to say that, when we met on Friday, she’d like us to start off
at her club. She’d kept meaning to ask me, but it always slipped her mind,
etc. Located near the downtown hub, I’d passed by or under it numerous
times, an austere brick
white columns flanking the double-door
entrance, large balcony set with round linen-covered tables, chairs, sometimes
a polished piano, Rach concerto. Rinsed in dread, I couldn’t conjure a
prudent foil. I met her on the club’s corner in cream chenille, en garde.
We returned our glasses to the bar. This time, I endeavored to make eye
contact with the bartender, but he would not look at either of us. He took
our glasses, one in each hand, an ounce of dignity for every heartbeat. My
own beating so hard I could feel pressure behind my eyes, but he would not
look, would not look. I was only a guest here; I didn’t want to be here, I
was invited. Coerced, almost. I am here under duress, sir. I am ordinary,
common, simple. You chasten me.
“Ready to leave?” I was, and proceeded from the parlor through the entry
foyer at a high rate of speed, several paces ahead of her. On the sidewalk,
headed to her car, we stopped when we heard music wafting from the
balcony. Now on the far side of 6 PM, the tables filled with accoutered
diners, a pianist and singer at the far end, ready to begin their set. A waiter
in a white jacket saw us below, on the walkway, gestured behind him, both
arms towards the tables, the question clear on his face. So appealing and
earnest, we both laughed. Camille turned to me-- ’’You’re sure you won’t
try dining here? With the live jazz?’’-and I relented. We retraced our steps
through the parlor. The Vietnamese maitre d’ met us at the balcony
door, seated us, handed me the single-panel menu. No prices listed.
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The white female singer looked to be mid-30s, close-cropped coif, perched
on the balcony rail, black spaghetti-strap dress, and the pianist, a 75-year-old
portly Italian native. Ought to be interesting, I thought, and it turned out
to be exactly that. A gentleman in crisp, unrelieved white, bow tie to shoes,
moved from table to table, clipboard in hand, taking song requests. Camille
requested Anita O’Day. I asked for Love Me or Leave Me and Billie
Holiday’s rendition of All of Me. The singer didn’t know either. What sort
of jazz performer was she? I had no problem requesting either piece at any
number of jazz
in the city. Topsy turvy, downside up.

I’ve become a good reader, know how to interpret body language, gestures,
me. smile,
s, looks,
when the mouth says one thing and the body betrays theA lie. I
met the eyes of diners at neighboring tables, seeking hostility, dismay,
suspicion. One woman grinned at me, supremely unexpected.
man did
too, but his
only half of him in it. Ginger-seared sole was exquisite,
spiced with a learned hand, melt-in-the mouth, nuanced undertones. The
wait staff was uber-attentive. The chef herself came out, long hair wrapped
under a white net, addressed Camille as Mrs. Hartwick, asked how the dishes
were, and what did we think of the wine pairings? She smelled of onions,
peppercorn, curry.

After their first set, the duo took a break. The singer headed inside, the
venerable pianist, in full-bore tux, headed to our table and, in fact, directly
towards
Inclined his head. I know “All of Me” and
play it, but
Lana did not have the lyrics memorized and so could not sing it. Quite
insistent that he was conversant with the song, with Lady Day, with Lena
Horne. Italian residue coated his syllables. His grave sincerity made me pat
his hand. We smiled at each other. He closed his eyes and nodded. The
bartender entered, presented a bottle of Pinot Blanc to the table beside ours,
folded towel cradling the cool glass. The guests leaned, as though they were
on a sloping deck, to scrutinize the label. He turned to look at me, over the
pianist’s back. Our gazes held.
Something is awry, given the humiliations, deprivations, constraints you’ve
suffered, something is awry, so that I might even be able to enter this club;
something is awry, off-kilter, about there being only we two here, in Atlanta,
just us two, in a city like Atlanta, only we two here, just us two, and you
serving me. Sir, I wanted you to know how that grabs me, that I’ve got my
mind around that conundrum. Sir, I comprehend disorder. Grasp disarray.
Recognize dissonance when I hear it. I don’t have it twisted.
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Ren Katherine Powell

An Official Letter from Kareem
Kareem writes from prison
scratch that
Kareem dictates a letter
from prison
Kareem writes a letter from the heart

from prison

too many limbs in a space
putrid exhalations and noisy hearts
broken pens disjointed clauses de
composing from the heart Kareem dictates
Kareem writes a letter of sinews torn from bone
bone tablet with brittle
spurs while muscles seep into the liver
and he can no longer feel his own beatings

the space between muscle and bone swells
there’s no room
for the heart's surge
in a closed compartment of the thigh bone and the tibia
I was right the first time.
Kareem writes from prison

29 ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol14/iss1/30

30

Editors: Volume 14 (2009): Complete issue

Yalobusha Review

Rob Griffith

Gas Station at Night
West Tennessee fields, tamed by daylight
And combed to gold by mantis-green combines,
Now heave beneath the summer darkness, soft
And warm. The woods, too, in sun an island
Of oak and dogwood, are now a scarp of black
Against the ghosting cotton. Arc-lights trim
The night around the station, buzzing hard
As cicadas, but their glow, white and blue
As new milk, trembles against the dark.
He stands between the pump and unlit phone booth,
The smell of oil and gas and fresh-mown hay
An acrid blur, the chirr of
sharp
As razors. He checks his watch and shivers once
Despite the heat. The bus will be here soon,
kind of phantom barge, all hiss and marsh light,
And he will board, still wondering when they’ll find
Her body, how long he’s got. He knows the dark,
That dreaming beast, is real and all around.
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Tung-Hui Hu

Palinode ["The Returnees"]
Oh! how fast you call me back,
though I have settled, already,
into the woods where
the dark shapes of deer and asphodel
do not look like you. Everyone is
dead here & we each have instincts that
will take years to track, to scent out.
Now I know what it is to be startled,
to brush a branch, to look backwards,
and not see anyone following. Only in
the dream you tell: someone sets his hands
on the slope of your shoulders.
You lift your arms up (wings
of a corkscrew) and now he takes your
torso and turns you and you remember

how light you feel, light as the time
you tried to get a good look at yourself,
straining, practically spinning, to see—
what, exactly? But I know.
Your lovely back: rows of muscle, sinew.
Tapestries hung from girders.
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Tung-Hui Hu

Bears Back in Their Pits
Remember the rain two years ago
that made the world into old film?
Suddenly the world was watchable:
streets separating into loops of
dirt and grey light, hillsides
become emulsion to bury the people
with the mud of the hillsides.
And the rain was so thick it made
land and sea equal and suspended
you and everyone else, equally,
specimens of the air. Linnaeus
kept birds and turtles next to glass
jars of bats and fishes, still wet,
never touching, everything in its place.
But even Linnaeus was not as meticulous
as the king who always got
what he wanted. Knowing what
he wished to see, people labored
to build villages for him, place
dinner fork on the
park planes sorted row to row,
ready to do again the next morning,
world as clockwork, world as
California. But it took ever more
effort to keep things the same, until
the whole world worked for him,
sending bears meekly to their pits,
wolves back to their dens.
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Gerry Canavan

When the Boys Came Out to Play
Rocko was the good-looking, dangerous one. Billy was the sober,
contemplative one. I was the drummer. We were still looking for someone
to play bass when I heard from a friend of mine about a gig that night in
Akron that would
twenty bucks a head plus drinks for a two-hour set.
When I told Rocko, he ran a hand through his dyed-blond surfer-boy haircut
and said, “Cool.” Then he put on his trademark leather jacket, snapped his
fingers, and gave a thumbs-up with both hands. We got on his motorcycle
and headed to Billy’s. When we got there, Billy was standing outside in the
rain smoking cigarette after cigarette. There was a
of still-smoking butts
six inches high all around him, and every thirty seconds, he threw another
smoking Marlboro somewhere on the pile. Two houses down, on either
side, it wasn’t raining, but Billy’s house was in a downpour just like always.
“I won’t do it,” Billy said when we told him about the job.
“Dude, what?” Rocko said.
“Making music isn’t about making money, man,” Billy said. “It’s all
about the poetry of language.” He nodded to
He took the thin
spiral notepad he always carried out of his back pocket and scribbled
something down. He had on his best beatnik beret and dark sunglasses that
sat at the very tip of his nose. At his current rate of growth, in about three
weeks, he’d have a pretty sweet goatee.
“Rocko and me
keep your share,” I said. Sometimes I thought of
myself as the funny one when I wasn’t thinking of myself as the drummer.
“That’s a nice offer, Georgie, but I can’t sell out.” Since second grade,
both Rocko and Billy had always called me Georgie because they knew I
hated it. They’d
named our rock band Georgie Porgie just because I’d
asked them to please not.
Rocko bummed a Marlboro off Billy, lit it with his Bic, and took a long,
deep drag. When he exhaled, the smoke hung together in the air and wafted
upwards the rain like a helium balloon, vanishing as it went. “You’re
fucked up, dude,” Rocko said. Then he flicked the Marlboro out into the
road, popped Billy hard in the nose, and down Billy went. I stood back from
the fight and hoped that Rocko wouldn’t make me kick Billy in the stomach.
But after a minute or so of beating on Billy, he waved me over. “You know
what to do,” Rocko said. I stepped
and kicked Billy in the stomach as
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lightly as I possibly could without risking Rocko’s wrath. Then, I kicked him
again, pretty hard this time, because it really was a bullshit move backing out
of the band like that just when we finally got a gig.
Rocko leaned over and took a Marlboro out of the box in Billy’s front
pocket and drove off on his motorcycle alone. He said something to me as
he left that I couldn’t quite hear over the squeal of his tires. If it wasn’t,
Catch ya later, it was, Kick him harder. Halfway down the street he popped
a wheelie. Then, Rocko turned the corner and was gone.
I helped Billy up and walked him inside the garage where his stepfather
was snorting lines off the workbench, and his bikinied older sister was
tanning herself under an indoor tanning lamp while reading Cosmo. Where
Billy’s real parents were no one knew. His dad had left without a word in
1987, and his mother had driven off in the middle of the night one day last
year. He got a postcard from her once from Sausalito asking him to send her
some money from his step-dad’s wallet. He’ done it and caught hell for it,
too. But that was the last he’d heard.
“You got beat up again, boy?” Billy’s step-dad said. One way or
another, he was always teaching Billy how to fight. “I’ll beat you senseless.”
You’re not my real dad,” Billy said. Billy’s step-dad took a few steps
towards us. Billy picked old bottles of beer out of the family recycling can
and whipped them at his step-dad, calling him a drunk, a pervert, an asshole,
a faggot, whatever he could think up. Billy’s sister rolled over and yawned
and turned the page in her magazine. She had a yellow highlighter in her
mouth, and every so often, she’d pop the cap to highlight one of the 300 Sex
Secrets That Will Leave Him Begging For More. She caught me looking and
winked at me and highlighted numbers 170-176. Billy and Billy’s step-dad
were still going at it. Billy said Billy’s step-dad was too chickenshit to really
beat him up while I was watching. Then, Billy’s step-dad lurched forward,
and we both screamed and ran out of the garage. Billy’s step-dad tried to
follow us, but he couldn’t squeeze past Billy’s sister’s suntan lamps. Finally,
he decided to just chew her out about how she exposed herself to
numbnut jerkoff kid that wandered by and what the neighbors thought.
Outside, Rocko was driving his motorcycle up and down the block like
he didn’t know where to go or what to do with himself. Billy picked up his
basketball from the edge of the driveway, and we started shooting hoops. I
beat him to eleven, but he called charging on me on the last point, which
was total bullshit, and the whole thing ended badly. Then, we both sat down
on the curb and waited for something to happen.
“I came up with something new,” I said.
“What is it?”
“My new solo.” I walked him through it. “Cymbal, cymbal, tickle the
snares, cymbal, tickle, tickle,
some more, and then I bang it out—
hard.” I was tapping
foot and really pounding on my air drums. “Then,
Rocko and you come in on the guitars and—”
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“Our songs don’t really have drum solos,” Billy said.
“Well, they should. Shouldn’t they?”
By then, Rocko’d driven up and down the block about twenty or thirty
times. He finally decided to stop. He pulled his bike right up on the lawn
and offered us each a Marlboro out of the box he kept in the back pocket of
his jeans. It was still raining over Billy’s house, and by now, the three of us
were pretty soaked. Rocko pushed his wet bangs out of his eyes. “Fuck
Akron,” he said.
Billy nodded. “We’ll just have to find some other way to pay for our
new amp.”
“And the new bass drum,” I said.
“That’s on you, drumboy,” they both said.
It was a bit of a tight squeeze, but we all got on the back of Rocko’s
motorcycle and headed back to my house. We could hear my little brother in
his upstairs bedroom wailing on his bass guitar from halfway up the street.
He was pretty good.
You still suck, Pat,” I screamed as we entered the house.
“Be nice to your brother,” Mom said. She was trying to arrange
magazines on the living room table in a casual manner. She’d been at it for
three days. “Good
on top, or is that too much?” she asked.
“You’re trying too hard,” I said.
“Start getting The Economist," Billy suggested.
“I like that,” Mom said, and Billy smiled.
Upstairs, Pat was still wailing. “He’s not bad, dude,” Rocko said to
He snapped his fingers and gave a double-thumbs-up. “I like his style.”
“Yeah,” Billy said. He pulled a copy of Catcher in the Rye out of his
long, dark trenchcoat and sat on
couch to read it. “Mrs. S., do you have
any water?” Billy asked. Last week, Billy had decided to drink only water.
“I don’t need any chemicals polluting my brain,” he’d proudly announced.
“From now on, William Meyers is au naturale."
“Mind if I smoke?” Rocko asked
mom.
“Go right ahead, dear,” Mom said. She pushed the swinging kitchen
door open with her hip and came back half a minute later with a couple
glasses of water and a pyramid of Rice Krispie squares on a plate.
“Thanks, Mrs. S.,” Billy and Rocko said. They both lit up Marlboros.
Rocko sat down on the couch next to Billy and flipped on the TV. Sitcom.
Sitcom. Dating show. Five commercials in a row. Fox News. Rocko put his
boots up on the couch’s white armrest, and my mom tsk-tsked. “Sorry,” he
said. He took them down. Then, he took a Rice Krispie square off the plate
and took a big bite. “Good square, Mrs. S.” Thumbs-up.
“Yeah,” Billy
nodding, cramming two in his mouth at once like
those snakes that
unhinge their jaws.
I’d have taken a square myself, but I’m allergic to marshmallows. So I
sat down on the couch next to Rocko. “I was just showing Billy my new
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solo,” I said. He kept flipping the channels. “It goes cymbal, cymbal—”
“Drum solos are so ’80s,” Rocko said. He’d gone all the way around
the channels twice so far.
“He’s right,” Billy agreed as he downed another square.
Pat jumped down the last few stairs playing a brand new riff on his bass
guitar. “Awesome riff, Pat,” Rocko and Billy said.
“Great riff, Pat,” Mom agreed.
“Yeah, kickass riff, loser,” I added.
Pat flipped me the bird and ran
upstairs, riffing off the first riff as he
went.
“Maybe you should invite Pat to be in your band,” Mom said.
“No,” I said. Rocko and Billy and my mom all asked why. I told them Pat
sucked and that was the end of the story. The three of them went into the
kitchen to discuss the matter further, and I could hear them whispering through
the swinging door. Rocko’d left the TV on some dumb teen soap opera, and I
looked around for the clicker so I could change it. Then, they came back and
said they’d taken a vote, and three to zero, I was out of the band.
“Mom?” I asked.
“I’m the new drummer,” she said.
“She played in college,” Billy
and offered her a Marlboro. She balanced
it loosely on her lower lip just like a pro. Rocko lit it for her with his Bic.
He looked her up and down.
“We’ll have to do something with that wardrobe,” Rocko said.
Billy
“I think it’s fine the way it is.” Mom just laughed. She put
her hair up in a ponytail and undid the top button of her blouse. Then Pat
came back down and riffed a third riff off his original riff. Mom, Billy, and
Rocko stamped out their butts and pulled out their cigarette boxes. They all
lit up another Marlboro. Then, they voted three to one that I should leave
while they rehearsed.
“Don’t vote for me, loser,” I said. I walked out. I sat down on the
porch and pulled my drumsticks out of the back pocket of
jeans. I played
air drums to the music while I waited for my dad to get home. Working late
that night. Big meeting. I shut
eyes tight, shook my head, and tapped
my foot against the pedal of my air bass drum. I tickled the snares and kissed
the cymbals and flipped the sticks and got ready for my big drum solo where
I’d really let things loose.

Later that night in Akron,
dad and I were standing in the parking lot
of the Blinking Lizard smoking Marlboros when we saw the band pull up on
Rocko’s motorcycle carrying their instruments. My mom had on a leather
miniskirt and a blouse that was unbuttoned more than halfway down. She
was wearing Rocko’s leather jacket with Billy’s copy of Catcher in the Rye
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sticking out of the pocket. She had four plastic schoolgirl bracelets on each
arm that slid down to her elbow every time she took a drag off her cigarette.
“Junebug, dear, could I have a word?” Dad said. The slipknot on his tie
was flawless. I’d admired it the whole ride to Akron.
“Sure thing, Ward,” my mother said. They walked over to the alley
behind the club and started to talk. The four of us listened while they
screamed at each other for a few minutes about quitting the band this and
statutory that and too many years for things to end this way, and then
everything got real quiet for about a minute and a half. When they came
walking back, they were both smoking Marlboros, with their arms around
each other’s waists, and my mother was six months pregnant. She flicked the
butt away and announced that she was quitting smoking and the band. She
took
father’s hand, and the two of them got into their wood-paneled
station wagon and drove home. Mom threw Rocko’s leather jacket out the
window as they peeled off.
Well, I
that’s the end of the band,” Billy said. He’d come around
to doing the Akron show after my mom got the owner to give them each an
extra five bucks and seemed a little disappointed now that it’d all come out to
nothing. Pat started fiddling with his bass guitar. Rocko stamped out his
Marlboro with his boot and walked halfway across the parking lot to where
my mother’d thrown his jacket. He rubbed the dirt off the back, slid it on
over his shoulders, and ran both hands through his long, fine hair. “Too bad
both my parents are in jail,” he said to no one in particular. Then, he walked
back over to us and handed Billy back his copy of Catcher in the Rye with my
mother’s bookmark still inside. Billy opened the book to my mother’s page
and pressed the book against his nose. He took a deep breath before putting
it back in the pocket of his trenchcoat. I put my hand on Rocko’s shoulder.
Before I could say anything comforting, he popped me in the face. Pat paced
back and forth still tuning his bass guitar. I sat on the curb pinching my
upturned nose and waited.
Billy had an expression on his face like he hadn’t finished talking even
though it’d been at least a minute and a half since he said the word “band.”
He slid his tiny hipster glasses down to the very tip of his nose. He adjusted
the angle and tilt of his beret. I was about to remind him that I could always
fill in for
mother if they wanted when Billy finished his sentence to the
first person walking
“...unless you know someone who can play
drums.”
The person was a cheerleader from our high school. She was wearing her
blue and white uniform with the red lettering across the chest even though it
was 8 p.m. on a Tuesday night in Akron. She had a flat face and a button
nose and eyes that didn’t move around much in their sockets. I’d seen her
kick her legs all the way behind her head, and whenever she said anything,
she shouted. The cheerleader was so skinny that when she turned away from
you, she disappeared. I didn’t know her name.
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“That’s so funny!” the cheerleader shouted. “I can totally play drums!”
Hearing that cannonball voice coming out of that skinny girl just bowled you
over. “Carry my pom-poms?” she shouted at me. I took them both with my
free hand and tried not to feel stupid. She giggled. Then, she ran over to
Rocko, and they kissed long and hard like the end of some bad movie. Pat
improvised a “Rocko’s Love Theme” on his bass guitar. It was like if
“Unchained Melody” and “Eye of the Tiger” had a baby. It wasn’t bad. Pat
played it through three times, and still the two of them weren’t done.
“Knock it off, Pat,” I said.
Billy put his Marlboro out on
forehead and said, “That’s for the time
you kicked me in the stomach.” I said I was sorry and asked if I could please
be let back in the band. They voted no three to one. I called Pat a loser.
Then, they went inside to play. I tried to follow them, but my name wasn’t
on the list. I swore up and down the block, but the bouncer would not
compromise. And I had no cash for the cover. I tried to listen from outside,
but the only noise I could make out was the harsh metallic crash of the
cymbals every time the cheerleader tore into another solo. I sat down on the
curb under the “Georgie Porgie: Live in Concert!” poster and played with
the pom-pom handles, rat-a-tatting them against the sidewalk, hoping there’d
at least
enough room at the end of the night for me to squeeze on the
of Rocko’s bike for a ride home.
After three hours, they all came out with groupies on both
“We
got the record contract!” Pat said. Rocko pumped his fist in the air. Billy
and the cheerleader kissed. The groupies all cheered.
“That’s awesome guys,” I said.
“Quiet, loser,” Pat said. The twelve of them all piled onto Rocko’s bike.
“Any room on there for an old friend?” I asked. They voted eleven to one
there was not. I flipped Pat the bird. He flipped one back. “I guess I’ll
hitchhike,” I said.
It was cold and dark and about to rain. “You do that,” Rocko said. The
groupies all cheered and threw their underwear at
He gave a doublethumbs-up, but I couldn’t tell if it was for the groupies or for me. Billy tossed
an empty Evian bottle at
feet and said he thought he’d maybe seen a
recycling bin on the other side of the building. Billy convinced the groupies to
cheer “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle! Reduce, Reuse, Recycle!” as I bent to pick it up.
“Can I have my pom-poms back?” the cheerleader shouted. She giggled.
I handed them back and said I hoped she didn’t mind that I’d left them on
the sidewalk for most of the three-hour set. By the time I was finished
explaining, she was already making out with Pat.
Pat’s groupies just
there looking bored. One kept blowing on her
red-and-pink striped fingernails. The other puckered her lips over and over
into a small compact mirror she held in the palm of her hand. Every so
often, they both looked at the cheerleader, then at each other, and snorted.

► 38

Published by eGrove, 2009

39

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 14 [2009], Art. 30
Yalobusha Review
Neither my brother nor the cheerleader ever seemed to notice.
“God, she’s such a slut,” the nail-polish blower said.
“I know, right,” said the lip-puckerer.
“I heard their first drummer was way better.”
“I heard that too.”
This was my moment. I flipped up my collar and leaned in. “You
know,” I whispered, “I’m that guy you’re talking about. The drummer.
That’s me. I’m the original Georgie Porgie.”
The nail-polish blower looked me up and down with one crooked
eyebrow. “Get bent,” she said. She laughed and gave Pat’s lip-puckering
groupie a huge high-five. Then Rocko kick-started the bike, and the engine
roared, and the crowd cheered, and all twelve of them lit up Marlboros.
“Could I bum one of those?” I asked. It was a long walk to the highway.
“No,” they all said and drove off.
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Patrick Carrington

The Sidewalks of Brooklyn
Every morning is the same. The cement
is a parking lot of lawn
the tenement window a windshield
to streets that seem to be taking
everyone out of here but you.

And you stop believing in miracles.
You stop believing
a deity or some invisible agent
will touch the unbroken regularity
of your days and make one different,
that there is something more
than your tendency to want to believe.
I gave up believing long ago in anything
but coffee and cigarettes
and fishnet stockings. I quit believing
I could ever sleep or take a deep breath
that smells of pine, that I’d find love
in the very next mouth I put
tongue in.

These
my people. Each night
streetlights fasten our shadows tighter
in place. Each day, the bridge
off this island gets a little bit further away.
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Jim Daniels

Inside Out
I'm going to start out quiet:

Stream-trickle over rocks.
Wind through pines. A father
with an open book. Two children
asleep against him. He does not want
to
his place.

Chaos kicks in after a silent beat:
Sizzle and scrape, glass turned
to glitter. Radio heart
beat static stuck-horn
tear-blurred lust. Nail rust
and feigned thrusts. Cold
bullet, blood. Ice and hammer.
Planet-tilt, trigger finger.
Lost star.

Let's end up back in the quiet place:

After the map rustling.
The settling of the sheet.
After the final brick of the horizon.
The slight bounce of the fallen
tree against earth. After the book
is closed. The sigh after the sigh.
Let's leave them in the simple light.
One round lamp in a dark room.
No final click. Night boat sailing.
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Lanessa Miller

Girl Tension
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Chris Kammerud

A Conversation with Kevin Brockmeier
Kevin Brockmeier is the author of two novels (The Brief History of the
Dead and The Truth About Celia), two short story collections (The View from
the Seventh yer and Things That Fall from the Sk and two works for
children (Grooves: A Kind of Mystery and The City of Names). His stories
have appeared in Best American Short Stories, as well as Best American Fantasy
and The Year's Best Fantasy and Horror. He’s received the Chicago Tribune's
Nelson Algren Award,
Italo Calvino Short Fiction Award, a James
Michener-Paul Engle Fellowship, three O. Henry Awards (one, a
prize),
and an NEA grant. Also, he’s been chosen to be the guest editor for the
third installment of Best American Fantasy.
Recently, he spoke with fiction editor Chris Kammerud about his writing
process, the netherworld between fantasy and reality, and the happiness one
sometimes finds in eradicating the human race.

"Do you think you’ve ever been

”

CK: What was the town like where you grew up?
KB: Well, I grew up here in Little Rock. If you put Little Rock and North
Little Rock together—which
technically separate communities, but really
just divided by the Arkansas River—the population comes to, I think, around
250,000 people. You have a large enough base of people to have some
culture, but it's not so big that you feel swamped. It is unfortunately not a
very pedestrian-friendly community. It doesn’t have a great public
transportation system, either, so you really have to have a car if you’re going
to get anywhere conveniently. But there’s a lot to love about this place.
It's a much more eccentric community than you would imagine if you
had never lived here. There's this documentary I just saw, Towncraft, about
the city's hardcore music scene, which was very active when I was in high
school. It's about how Little Rock was far enough from the centers of
cultural activity that if you wanted a certain kind of art, you really had to
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make it yourself. I love the bookstores, and the restaurants, and the parks,
and the theaters that I know. There’s
art theater right across the street
from me, for instance. Most of all, I just appreciate living in a place where
I've built up so many memories. Just a few blocks from where I live now is
my old elementary school. It's very easy for me to walk down the same
streets or through the
parks I knew when I was growing up. So I feel as
if there's a continuity about
life that I might not have if I lived
somewhere else.

CK: What kind of stuff did you love to read as a kid?
KB: More than anything else, I read comic books. And I read a lot of them.
And I spent almost all of my allowance money them. I’m talking just the
superhero stuff, the typical Marvel and DC comics. If you’re talking about
text, rather than text and picture,
favorite writer when I was a kid was
Daniel Pinkwater. He’s still one of
favorites today. He wrote a book
called Alan Mendelsohn, the Boy from Mars that I fell in love with when I was
about ten years old, and then
number of other great books as well:
Lizard Music, The Hoboken Chicken Emergency, basically these funny little
fantasies involving average kids in very strange situations. I loved the Choose
Your Own Adventure series when I was a kid, too. I’ve got a story in tribute
to those books in
latest collection. And then I grew up in the
of Judy
Blume and Beverly Cleary and writers like that. All of
classmates were
reading them, and I was reading them too. But, on my own, aside from
comic books, I gravitated to the children’s fiction that had elements of
science fiction and fantasy to it, and then, when I got a little bit older, to
actual science fiction and fantasy.
CK: Did you have particular favorite comics or superheroes? Do you still
read them now?

KB: When I was growing up, I tended to fall in love with series that got
canceled after about twenty issues. I loved a series called DP7, which was part
of Marvel's ill-fated New Universe line. When I was in junior high, I was into
the 1980's DC incarnation of The Shadow, and then in high school there was
this series called Beautiful Stories for Ugly Children, again, all very short-lived.
Lately, I've enjoyed Chris Ware's books, and Joe Sacco's, and Shaun Tan's,
and this twisted little book called Misery Loves Comedy by Ivan Brunetti, and
I just rediscovered Moonshadow, which was this beautiful, mostly watercolor
fantasy miniseries that came out when I was in high school, I think.
CK: You mentioned your Choose Your Own Adventure story, “The Human Soul
as a Rube Goldberg Device.” Was that something you consciously thought one
day: I’m going to try and
a Choose Your
Adventure story?
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KB: That’s exactly what happened. When I was working on my first
collection, Things That Fall From the Sky, I was experimenting with the forms
of writing I had loved as a child, trying to make some adult use of them, so
there are fairy tales and Bible stories, and even a Mad Libs passage in one of
the stories in that book. I tried to write a Choose Your Own Adventure story
for that collection, and it was called—I don’t know if this is still going on,
but do you remember the “What Would Jesus Do?” phenomenon?

CK: Yeah, yeah.
KB: Everybody was wearing t-shirts and bracelets with the letters WWJD,
and that’s what they stood for: “What Would Jesus Do?” So the story was
called “WWJD: A Choose Your Own Adventure Story,” and [laughing] it
had roughly the same structure as the story in this new book, but not the
same storyline at all. I wasn’t happy with the way it turned out, so I just
junked it. But I liked the idea, and I still wanted to find some way of making
use of the form. It took me a while to come up with
idea that I thought
would justify it. This was the idea, "The Human Soul as a Rube Goldberg
Device," about the last few hours of a particular person’s life. My hope was
that the story's single ending would mean something very different
depending on the path you followed to get there. That was the last story I
wrote for the book. It was certainly the most difficult one to pull off,
presuming I pulled it off. I had a little map that I kept on my desk to
remind myself what was going on in the other threads while I was working
on
particular page.
CK: Were you conscious of how they worked together, the different threads?
Was it something where you plotted out each thread individually?

KB: Well, I did more of that than I usually do. Because typically when I’m
writing I have some broad idea of where I’m going, but I figure out an awful
lot of things as I go along. In this particular story, because all the threads
were working in tandem with each other along a common strand of time, I
like I needed to know what was happening on
given tier of the story,
so that all of the various threads would have certain elements in common. So
there’s one particular tier, for instance, where the sound of a siren travels
down a street, and that happens in every single page along that tier of the
story. It was little things like that I had to keep in mind

CK: So it sort of worked on the person as they read it in different ways,
subconsciously?
KB: That was my hope, yeah. I wanted many of the choices to be very
mundane, and others to be sort of profound. Not profound as far as the
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action of the story was concerned, just profound as far as the consciousness
of the character was concerned. So you might hit the end of a page and it
will ask you, do you think you’ve ever been happy? If so, turn to page such
and such, if not, turn to this other page.
CK: That was such a jolt when you read it because you have those questions
like Do you go in McDonalds? and then you turn the page and the next
question is: Have you ever really been happy?

KB: Yeah. And there’s also a hidden page in the story. I don’t know
whether you discovered it, but there’s one particular page that you can't
reach by making any of the decisions, so you’ll never know it’s there unless
you happen to hunt through every page in the story making sure you’ve read
the whole thing.
CK: Now I know what I’m gonna do after we get done [laughing]. You
were saying you wanted it to mean something to people that no matter
which way you read it, it would end in the same place.

KB: Yeah.

CK: The old Choose Tour Own Adventure stories actually had more than one
ending, right?
KB: They absolutely did. In fact they advertised them that way on the
covers. You
"Choose from 42 Exciting Endings!" or something like
that, and of the [laughing] 42 endings, there were maybe one or two happy
ones. In all the others, you died terribly or got trapped in a cave somewhere.
That wasn’t the architecture that really interested
I wanted a story with
a singular ending that would be illuminated from all these different
directions. So I knew I was going to end the story with the death of the
'you’ character, which would come unexpectedly to him or her. Beyond that,
I knew that I wanted the story, in the last paragraph or two, to leap forward
in some unexpected way. It took me a while to figure out what that might
be, but by the time I’ actually hit the last page, the idea had come to me.

CK: I was talking to a friend of mine this morning about Abraham Lincoln
of all people. We were talking about how he had, at some point in his life,
realized that no matter what he did it would amount to nothing, and the
only thing that mattered was his legacy, how he was remembered. Is that
sort of what the intuitive leap was for you at the end, because it goes into the
future where they extract his memories and he sort of becomes—the 'you’
character—a sort of cult figure whose memories
shown in museums.
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KB: My idea was that the last few hours of this life might take on a different
sort of... light, I guess, if you began imagining that they were being replayed,
over and over again, in some other continuum. It’s like Nietzsche’s eternal
recurrence, but not exactly, because it’s
a loop being viewed over and
over again by an appreciative audience.

CK: I think it stuck out to me because in so many of your other stories, so
many people are remembering things—that seems to be their drive. In Brief
History of the Dead, the whole city exists because people remember the
people in it.

KB: I’ve had people point that out to me before, and I suppose it’s one of
my unconscious obsessions. I’m not usually aware of
obsessions, though.
They just kind of keep reoccurring on their own.

II. “Essentially I tried to combine the most famous Star Trek story,
'The Trouble with Tribbles,’ with the most famous Anton Chekov story,
‘The Lady with the Pet Dog.’”

CK: To switch back to something you were talking about earlier, trying to
translate stories you loved as a child for an adult audience, there’s the
epigraph at the beginning of Things That Fall From the Sky from G.K.
Chesterton about fairy tales. A lot of people, when they think of fairy
think of them as a sort of children’s literature you grow out of, but it’s
something you acknowledge and seem to draw inspiration from. I wondered
what you loved about them, why they inspire you, and how they influence
you?
KB: I suppose it’s just, well, two things: one, is that they always seem to be
driven forward by a very strong storytelling voice, one that welcomes you
into the narrative. I find that compelling. Aside from that, as a reader, I’m
simply attracted to stories that have an element of
about them. Not
all of
own writing does, but some of it does. Probably the writing that’s
gotten the most attention does. That element of fantasy is an important part
of the fairy tales I loved when I was growing up, and then the fairy tales I’ve
discovered as an adult as well. Italo Calvino is one of my favorite writers, and
I slowly read through his body of work over the past ten or fifteen years.
The last of his books I got around to was his edition of Italian Folktales,
which is a set of retellings, maybe an 800-page volume. It contains many,
many traditional Italian folk and fairy tales. I resisted reading it for a long
time because it didn’t feel like one of Calvino's books really, since none of
the stories were original to him; he didn't produce them out of his own
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imagination. And yet, I found myself completely immersed in it when I did
read it, and the fables in the new collection were generated out of a desire on
part to write the kind of stories that might fit naturally into a collection
like that.
CK: Is there a difference for you between fairy tales and fables, or are they
sort of...
KB: I was using the terms interchangeably when I titled each of these stories.
In the strictest
of the term, a fable is an animal story with a moral to it,
but I was using it much more loosely than that. I think of the “fables” in the
new book as very short pieces (with very complicated titles) that have a
thread of fantasy running through them and a certain traditional, storytelling
tone about them.

CK: There was a George Saunders interview I read where he talked about all
of his stories being fables, having this moral vector that the stories kind of
unfurled around. Is that something you think about when you write? Is it
important to you that a story
moral, or have a moral?
KB: No, no, no, not really. Occasionally, very, [short laugh] very
occasionally, I’ll write a story that seems to me to have a strongly embedded
moral in it. In the new collection, the story Andrea is Changing Her
Name” might be an example of that, even though it’s a work of realism. But
typically, you
I’m trying to sort of unpack an idea, or a symbol, or a
character that’s become lodged in my mind. I would even go so far as to say
that I probably shy away from morals, or at least explicit morals—lessons—
more often than I embrace them.
CK: Is that how most of your stories begin, with that “something” lodged in
your brain?
KB: Yeah, that’s true. It’s not often that I
down and begin working on a
story as soon as I’ve had an idea. The ideas that seem the richest to me are
the ones that sort of linger in my head and grow and accumulate other ideas
around them. After something’s built up a kind of mass, that’s usually when
I’ll sit down and begin to work.

CK: When I read your stories, they feel precise. You talk about letting things
grow, though, figuring them out as you go along. Do these impulses fight
each other?

KB: Sentence by sentence, I try to write with as much precision as I can
muster. When I say I’m figuring things out as I go along, it’s not as if I’m
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just leaping forward in any direction whatsoever. I’m very slowly and
conscientiously trying to figure out what sentence ought inevitably to follow
after the sentence I’ve just written. I’m allowing the sentences to carry me
forward like that, bit by bit, from the beginning to the end of the story,
always keeping in mind whatever notion it is that’s driven me to
down and
begin working on the story to begin with. So I hope they do end with a
feeling of precision or inevitability, but it takes a lot of work to get there, to
find or follow or
out that rigid path from the beginning to the end.
CK: Do you have an idea of the structure when you

down?

KB: Well, it depends on the story. Again, for the Choose Your Own
Adventure story, I had a very particular idea of the structure. I had to have
that in place before I began writing. I often know approximately how long a
story will be, and I’ve got a vague idea of where it’s going to take
Sometimes I know how it’s going to finish, but I don’t usually have a precise
map to carry me from the beginning to the end. One metaphor I’ve heard
somebody use is the idea of a story as a canoeing or a rafting trip. That's an
idea that makes sense to
If you’re heading down a river, you know where
you’re beginning, you know roughly where you’re likely to end, you might
know where a major waterfall is going to lie or a set of rapids, you might
know that there’s a place where the river will branch and you’re going to
have to choose one branch or the other, but you discover almost all of the
scenery as you’ going along, and there are many important decisions you
make while you're on the water.

CK: It occurred to me that
you are such a figurative writer, you might
have all sorts of metaphors for the process of writing...
KB: Well, I tend to develop these metaphors and approve of them and then
forget about them almost immediately [laughing] in favor of some other
metaphor altogether. If I kept some sort of journal of them, I would have
quite a few to share with you, but I couldn’t summon them up with
ease
right now

CK: There was a moment in the “Lady with a Pet Tribble,” where,
of
all, that’s pretty cool that you decided to write a story set in the Star Trek
universe, and I would like to know how that came about.
KB: Sure

CK: There’s a moment where the Captain is thinking about how there’s a
smaller and better man inside of himself who experiences things not with
more depth, but with more exactness, and I was curious as to your thoughts
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on exactness. Is that something very important to you when you’re writing?
Is that something you strive for? It’s something I noticed in The Truth About
Celia, too, where Christopher Brooks—your alter ego—is talking about
trying to make the resemblance to the real events as exact as he could make
them.
KB: Yeah, I suppose it’s probably true that exactitude is one of the principles
by which I operate when I write. It’s certainly true on a sentence by
sentence level. I spend a lot of time tinkering with my words and hoping to
find a way to capture an image, or an emotion, or an idea, so that it won’t
fall to pieces as soon as you begin thinking about it. Sentence by sentence,
that’s definitely how I operate. Story by story, I don’t know. I might have
other ideas of how a story ought to fit together. But, I definitely have a very
strict sense of how a sentence ought to fit together, and if something
clumsy to me on the page, or it doesn’t ring true to my ear, then it’s very
hard for me to simply set it aside and keep going. I have to work through
again, and again, and again, until I feel that I’ve gotten it right. Then I
might discover when I reach the end of the story that I got it all wrong
anyway [laughing], and I'll have to readdress it, but at least that’s how I try
to work, taking one little piece at a time, bit by bit, and trying to make them
as precise as I can.
As far as “The Lady with the Pet Tribble” is concerned, that one arose
essentially out of a long-running joke—a pretty lame joke at that—between a
friend and me about confusing the great Russian storyteller and playwright
Anton Chekhov with the Star Trek character Pavel Chekov [laughing].
Essentially, I tried to combine the most famous Star Trek story, “The Trouble
with Tribbles,” with the most famous Anton Chekov story, “The Lady with
the Pet Dog,” and this was the piece that resulted. It’s a dumb idea for a
story, but I was kind of happy with the way it turned out and felt that it was
richer than I had expected it to
The story as it’s presented in the book,
though, is not quite identical to the story as I originally envisioned it,
because the legal department at Random House was very worried that
whoever holds the copyright to Star Trek would get angry that I had made
use of these characters and file suit against us. Originally Spock, for instance,
would have simply been named Spock in the story, but they
that I
couldn’t do that. Anything that referenced the Star Trek universe too
explicitly I had to find a way of hedging or renaming. Which was a shame,
because I had bought a Star Trek encyclopedia and [laughing] really worked
hard to make everything fit nicely into the continuum of that universe.
CK: Yeah, I wondered about that, if that was a choice you had made to sort
of keep it purposefully coy or vague.

KB: No, no, and I regretted the fact that

became coy in that way, and I
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hope the story still has something of the impact I thought it originally had.
But I was kind of forced into the circumstance.

CK: Was it strange writing other people’s fictional characters?
KB: I suppose the working method wasn’t far different from my usual one,
just concentrating very seriously on the sentences and trying to figure out
where they would guide me. But when I was writing the story, I did feel a
responsibility, even as I was trying to deepen the characters in this universe,
to remain true to their outlines as they had already been laid down by
previous writers. I mean, maybe when you’re writing a novel, you feel
obligated to remain true to the outlines of the characters as you yourself have
presented them, but this might be the only time I’ve
that obligation to
remain true to somebody else's characters.

III. “I wanted to tell a story about how the end of our own world
brought this other world to an end and also about the way that people
continue to exist in our memories even after they have
fallen out of our lives.”

CK: We were talking earlier about how people in your stories are dealing
with loss, like in the story in the first collection, “A Day in the Life of Half of
Rumplestiltskin,” half of him is simply not there. How do you go about
making a narrative out of the experience of loss because it seems like such a
backward motion, and narrative is usually thought of as something that
propels you forward?
KB: I would say
of all that, like memory, grief and loss seem to be
themes I find myself returning to again and again. I can’t exactly say why that
is, but for whatever reason, I feel I have something to say about them or at
least something I'm interested in understanding about them. I think the
characters in my stories are conducting their own lives and moving forward
through their narratives, but it is true that their minds are often turned to the
past, and maybe that gives the stories a reflective quality.

CK: In Brief History of the Dead, Laura is always moving forward herself,
trying to get somewhere...
KB: Yeah, and it’s important in that story that she [short laugh] remembers
the things, the people, she does in order for the other world, the world of
the dead but not forgotten, to even exist. In the case of that story, I kept
careful track of all the people she mentioned remembering so that I could
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incorporate each of them in some way into that other world.

CK: As you were writing her pieces of the story, and she was remembering
her memories, you’ go back and add the people?
KB: Actually, when I was working on the book, I wrote the first chapter and
then all of Laura’s chapters in one big chunk, and then I returned and filled
in the rest of the odd numbered chapters, the chapters that take place in the
city. By the time I had finished Laura’s section of the narrative, I had
accumulated this whole catalog of people that I could incorporate into the
other world.

CK: Did you feel like you knew, or had a broad idea for, the ending of that
book?
KB: I knew roughly where I was headed, and by the mid-point of the writing
process I even knew the last few phrases of the book. So, yes, I knew what I
was heading towards.

CK: How did you feel in that book about eradicating pretty much the entire
human race?

KB: I was happy to do it [laughing]. You know, honestly,
hand kind of
seemed forced. I wanted to tell a story about how the end of our own world
brought this other world to
end and also about the way that people
continue to exist in our memories even after they have fallen out of our lives.
It seemed to me that the best approach to the story was to narrow the
personalities in our world down to one, so that’s what I ended up doing.
But I
also say that I’ve read and appreciated a fair amount of postapocalyptic fiction. Above and beyond anything else, I’m talking about the
short stories of J.G. Ballard. All of his early stories and novels were these
beautiful, crystalline attempts at world ending. And also people like Thomas
Disch, and John Wyndham and, George R. Stewart.
lot of the classic
science fiction novels about the end of the world engaged
imagination.
CK: Have you ever thought about why the end of the world appeals to you
so much? Have you ever worried about it?

KB: You know, I’m not really sure. I think it might be that those themes
came to appeal to me simply because the books I had discovered that dealt
with them were so very well done, and I sought out other books of the same
type. Ballard is just a genius at making sentences. After I read his Complete
Stories, I felt like the rhythms of his sentences and the way he approached the
world remained in my head for a long, long time.
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CK: Is there a difference, for you, between terms like “real” and “true?” You
go back and forth between realist and fantastic forms of writing...
KB: I would be pleased with myself if I could provide some sort of epigram
for you here [laughing], but I can’t quite do that. I do think as much truth
be found in fantastic fiction as
be found in realistic fiction and that
you
explore the human condition as deeply and as intricately in either
form.

CK: There are some stories, like “The Lady with the Pet Tribble,” that are
sort of set in a fictional universe, and then something like The Brief History of
the Deaf which is the real world, but added on there’s this fantastic element.
they distinct modes you go into when you’re writing, realistic or
fantastic?
KB: I don’t know that they are. Sometimes I’m aware I’m writing a story
that won’t permit an element of fantasy, and sometimes I’m aware I’m
writing a story that
to be set in a wholly fictional universe, but
oftentimes I’m writing in some weird sort of netherworld between the two,
and even with the most realistic stories I write, you know, I feel as if in the
act of trying to observe the world clearly, they somehow turn into fantasy,
anyway. It’s almost unavoidable for

CK: Why do you think observing the world clearly leads you toward fantasy?
KB: I’m not quite sure, but I
tell you that the books that I’ve enjoyed
reading the most, which is to say the realistic writers I’ve enjoyed reading the
most, are often people—oh, just, some names like Marilynne Robinson,
Louis de Bernieres, William Maxwell, Bohumil Hrabal—who seem to see the
world through such a sharp lens that it suddenly becomes strange again in
your eyes as you’re reading.

CK: Is that something you strive for when you write, to make the world new
again or strange?
KB: New again, definitely; strange, perhaps, by accident. It’s often a great
effort to make each sentence approach the world with that sort of clarity. So
it’s not as if the world is necessarily blossoming open before me in this new
way as I’m writing. I'm slowly working to transfigure it in
own eyes.
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IV. “...I’m certainly turning my memories over again and again and
again. That’s just the sort of human being I am. ”

CK: How do you negotiate the
between, I hesitate to use the term
literature, but I will anyway—how do you negotiate that line between
literature and pop culture? The way you
them together, is that part of
trying to reclaim things from your childhood and bring them back to
adulthood? Is it something you consciously want to do?

KB: Maybe it’s just a matter of following whatever ideas have become lodged
in my head to their logical ends. In some stories, I might feel shy about
introducing elements of pop culture because I feel that they would wreck the
tone of what I’m trying to do. But that’s not the case with every story, and
sometimes, if it doesn’t seem to be out of balance with a project, I’ll
introduce other books or movies or products or anything at all that might
impinge upon the lives of the characters. I do a lot more of that, though, in
my children’s fiction than I do in
adult fiction. I’m not at all shy about
packing my children’s books with pop culture references.

CK: Why is
KB: Well, the kids’ books that I write are designed to be driven by the voice
of the narrator, who’s always a ten or
or twelve year old boy who is
telling a story, but along the way just talks about whatever he happens to be
interested in. Sometimes he’s interested in movies or books or the
restaurants he eats at. When I’m writing those books, I like to feel that the
voice can address the concerns of its own life as freely as it wants to.

CK: What drew you to write for children?
KB: Well, a couple of things. The big one is that I worked at a nursery
school when I was in college, and I used to tell stories to the children
day, just make them up. I would have the kids help me fill in the details.
They were always stories about them and the
and fantastic adventures
they would get into. That was a very important time in my life, and I loved
those
and I missed them. I wrote the first book as a way of continuing
to tell stories to that particular group of children—this was in my latetwenties—and dedicated it to them. Aside from that, I was reading children’s
literature again. I had set it aside for many years but then returned to it and
was enjoying a lot of it, experiencing as much appreciation for those stories as
for the adult fiction I was reading, so I felt comfortable participating in that
conversation. I enjoyed working on the first book, and I felt like I could do
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different things with my children’s fiction than I was doing with my adult
fiction so I decided to keep writing it.
CK: What sort of different things could you do?

KB: First of all, I could be funny. It’s not as if humor is entirely stripped
from my adult fiction—there
stories that have jokes in them and things
like that—but there’s definitely not as much of it as there is in my kids’
fiction, which is filled with jokes, and puns, and things like that. There are
certain things that I reserve for the children’s fiction
because I feel it
would ruin the texture of the adult fiction. The other thing to be said about
it is that it is very, very conversational in its tone. I still try to make my
sentences as exact as I can, but they’re exact by a different set of
specifications, those specifications being how neatly they suit this voice I’ve
got in my head. In the adult fiction, some of the stories might be driven by
voice, but that voice isn’t supposed to be, or isn’t often supposed to be, a
natural speaking voice.
CK: And that time in college, telling stories to the children at the nursery,
that’s something you draw on for your voice?

KB: It is. It was something I think I drew on more extensively for that first
book, Things That Fall from the Sky. It wasn’t very far in my past at that
point; it still seemed one of the most important features of my life. In some
ways it still does, but in other ways, it’s become more distant.
lot of those
kids now are in their late teens, some of them have probably graduated from
high school by now.
CK: Do you ever get in contact with them?

KB: Unfortunately, no. I do wonder what happened to some of them.
Occasionally I’ll type one of their names into Google to see if anything pops
up. Some of them have very plain names so it’s impossible to tell, but some
of them have names that are unique enough that I might find out that they
participated in a track meet or something like that. But I’m not close to any
of them anymore, except in my memory.
CK: Are there things that frustrate you about writing?

KB: Oh, definitely. I mean, there are days when it just seems like you can’t
get the sentences to do what you want them to do. And it’s certainly a very
solitary career, so there are times when I
I was just out in the world
interacting with other people more often than I am.
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CK: Are there things you do when you want to decompress from writing?

KB: Well, I do spend an awful lot of time pacing, so there is that. I spend a
lot of time reading. I would spend a lot of time reading whether or not I
was writing, but that’s usually part of
working day, interrupting myself to
read a passage here and there when I happen to get stuck. I might take a
break to listen to a song or a CD. I might step out to get lunch or dinner
with a friend. It’s quiet sorts of things like that.
CK: Have you ever given much thought to what you’d be doing if you
weren’t writing? Was writing something you wanted to do as a kid?

KB: I always read when I was growing up, and I always wrote stories when I
was growing up, but I didn’t know that I wanted to write professionally until
I was around eighteen years old. I had all sorts of career notions when I was
a kid. There was a time when I wanted to be a lawyer or an actor. When I
was really little—well, when I was ten years old, say—I wanted to be an
inventor, although I think my idea of an inventor was basically just the
Professor character from Gilligan’s Island [laughing]. I’ve been asked that
question before, what I would want to do if I weren’t writing. I’m attracted
to some of the sciences: astronomy, zoology, cryptozoology. Maybe if I were
actually working in those disciplines they would seem much more mundane
to me than they do, but as an outsider they seem filled with a sort of beauty
and majesty that I
imagine being very attractive. And I could probably
also happily work in the book world in some other capacity, as an editor or an
agent. Well, I would probably be a piss-poor agent, actually, but I would
probably enjoy editing.
CK: Why would you make such a bad agent?

KB: I’m not aggressive enough, and I’m not a salesman. I just don’t know
how to work that way.

CK: When you were eighteen, was it something specific that led you to
writing?
KB: I don’t know that it was anything specific. I can date it to eighteen
because I unpacked my old yearbooks recently. I discovered that in my
sophomore yearbook, everybody told me I was going to make a great lawyer,
and in my junior yearbook [laughing], they told me I was going to make a
great actor, and in
senior yearbook, they told me I was going to make a
great writer. So I must have figured it out by then. But it’s unquestionable
that I always loved books, and I was always filling the blank times in class by
writing stories to keep myself entertained.
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CK: Ray Bradbury used to tell this story about going up to the attic and
pulling his childhood out. Is that something, you mentioned your old
yearbooks, do you go there for inspiration?

KB: I don’t often return to the physical remnants of my past for inspiration,
but I’m certainly turning my memories over again, and again, and again.
That’s just the sort of human being I am. I have my eye turned to the past.
I think I would be doing that whether or not I was writing.

[Editor’s note: For excerpts from this interview—some 3,000 words including a
bit about why you can’t have "suicide" drinks in children’s fiction, as well as
ckmeier’s top 50 lists of movies and CDs, visit www.yalobusha.blogspot.com ]
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Lisa Lewis

Garden Tools
If you could’ve believed the million smackers in cash
I was prepared to steal, you’d’ve had full artistic freedom.
You said, Wash down one of these blotters before I get off on mine,

Standing away like it was nitroglycerine.
We had no trouble driving into town for beer and condoms,
But what we needed was garden tools:

hoe to shave the stems of weeds and vines and rip them out.
trowel to dig and gloves to plot crocus and hyacinth.
A rake to scatter clippings and leaves. A rake to burst into flame.
Don’t try to convince me you didn’t love it as much as I did,
Your feet wet and the stars
at their chase game with the moon.
We lay on the hood of the car. We stared into somebody’s bedroom.
There was no human movement, just a corduroy bedspread,
Nightlamp, cough syrup, butterflies in shadowboxes.
You nagged me to take off my pants on the warm metal,

But I was practical and explained why it wouldn’t work.
If you didn’t understand, you conceded anyway, and
wandered inside.
We found toys that seemed promised to us, candles,
narrow hallway, scratchy blankets, roller skates.
Neither of us could’ve made it up the staircase, so we sat
Cross-legged on the warp and woof until the direction

Of the visions dwindled and
longed for it back, admittedly
Without persuasion of cracked mountainsides rocking open
To spill vomit of gold pearls, or dormant twigs of redbuds
Revealed as nightcrawlers writhing sinuous as a sex shop billboard model.
Is the billboard model a cliché? Is loving her really loving the dead?
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You said if that’s what I thought, I should hurry up and lower my lean pants,
And you reached for the belt loops, sticking your fingers through
Like I was the can of beer we couldn’t be bothered to shotgun.
That’s when I stood up like I’d never swallowed anything funny

In all
life, and my life was an old station wagon, reckoning dew-mist
In your uncle’s driveway, and my life was walking away,
Pretending not to be shaky, pretending not to be walking away.

I didn’t look back. I hurried into the night of my life,
Of teen sex and marital sex, the usual precautions and the moment
When you look down at your body and it’s pried apart
By another body, and I knew I’d watch for a friend to point out
The planet Saturn above the pinched roofs of government housing,
So corrupted by mosses they weary the climbing eye.

I knew I’d sign on to joy as a bargain for the prosperous, and spade soil
Through afternoons resembling contentment before I betrayed the next love,
No matter how long it took, because I’d forever have a lot

To forget and nothing darker to do than knead earth with my fists like
dough.
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Louisa Howerow

And the Prophet Elijah
When Elijah crouched on the mountain,
put his face between his knees,
heard the roar of the rain
before the sky grew black with clouds,
my father was kneeling in our backyard,
refusing to pray. Pant legs rolled up, feet bare,
he pulled out quackgrass and foxtails,
readied the ground for seed, enough we hoped
to put up pickles, potatoes, cabbage for winter.
Every morning he'd shift the soaker hoses
ever so slightly, except I didn't see
how shifting anything made much difference.
Once told him as much:
No Lord's hand touching his shoulder,
wasn't going to be no Elijah either,
running down the mountain, sopping wet.
He raised a hand and I was sure
he'd hit me then, but he swore
at Bible silliness and walked away,
his long narrow feet like those
of some flightless bird laying claim to its garden.
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Joanne Lowery

Drought, Sunday
Though their town banned watering even gardens
he ran the sprinkler for his three sons
who pranced like unicorns, nubbed horns gleaming.
Come for dinner, he said on the phone.
In the background parts of him squealed in the spray.
She wore a full-skirted mint-green dress
and thin black sandals. Motherlessly they watched her
arrange glazed flowerpots along the edge of the porch.
The smallest boy had his father’s eyebrows,
but whose ears perched on the head of the firstborn
where the hot months had singed his hair?
All three licked moustaches of water from their lips,
then ran à trois back into the spray. In the dining room
five white plates displayed skewers of beef and pineapple.
They brought with them a whiff of mud and the promise
of reversal: soon floodwater would hide the burnt grass
and mock the floorboards. The row of pots would shrink
inch by inch as the boys and their father unloosed
their brown hands and floated away.
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Julie Wittes Schlack

Esther Bubley’s Interiors
In 1943, a photographer shot a series of pictures at Dissin’s Boarding
House, a Washington, D.C. establishment. These photos show young
women, without parents or husbands, living with each other. It shows them
sitting and chatting on the stairwell as they await their turn in the bathroom,
shows them tired, smoking cigarettes, wearing bathrobes. It shows them
with men.

In one, two men and two women sitting on low chairs play a grim and
smoky game of Mah-jongg while in the foreground, on one of the three beds
crammed into the room, a young woman sleeps soundly. In another a
woman lies with her arms behind her head, still in her skirt and sweater,
listening to the radio on the windowsill behind her. The curtains are closed,
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so it could be any day, any time, but, looking at it, you feel that it must be
around 10 o’clock at night - too early for bed, too late to go out, and
nowhere to go or money to go there with. The woman stares out under
heavy-lidded eyes toward someone or something outside the frame as she
listens to a music-filled, dancing life chirping tinnily from a radio—a life she’d
come looking for and not gotten. This picture of a woman, barely more than
a
reveals a soul that is weary and not nearly naive enough.
Esther Bubley, the 22-year-old photographer who captured it, was, in all
likelihood, even younger than her subjects but already displaying the
penetrating eye and technical fluency that would characterize her work.
Almost a generation removed from the early giants of photojournalism at the
start of her career and, at the end of her career, at least a generation older
than the pioneers of digital photography, Esther’s professional life spanned
the evolution from photography as journalism—that is, as a means to
spontaneously capture and convey the stories of others— to its contemporary
dominance as a means of expressing and broadcasting oneself. In a climate in
which we are bombarded by self-disclosure and exhibitionism, looking at
Esther Bubley’s work today is a reminder that pictures
be revelations.

In 1942, work in the federal government was
for young, aspiring
women. Esther came to Washington, D.C. and got a job shooting microfilm of
for the National Archives. Soon after arriving, however, she landed a
position as a darkroom technician in the historical section of the Office of War
Information (OWI), a division that had, until just a few months earlier, been a
part of the Farm Security Administration (FSA).
New Deal initiative, the purpose of the FSA was to provide loans and
resettlement opportunities to farmers who’d fallen victim to the Dust Bowl
and the Depression. Under the leadership of former miner, cowboy, World
War I infantryman, and economics professor Roy Stryker, the historical
section was the agency’s visual propaganda arm. Charged with documenting
the FSA’s work in photographs, the historical section’s mission was supposed
to build public support for providing federal
to the poor.
It was a mission that Stryker—the proud “son of a Populist”—and the
photographers he recruited embraced with gusto. For Walker Evans, Ben
Shahn, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee, Marion Post Wolcott, and others,
shooting the dilapidated homes, gaunt faces, worn shoes, calloused hands,
and stooped backs of the nation’s migrant laborers, subsistence farmers, and
breadline recipients was
opportunity to educate the citizenry and excite its
conscience.
Their work had succeeded brilliantly with Esther. It’s what drew her to
the profession, and she was now plying her trade, if not her craft, in the
immediate shadows of her heroes.
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But, with the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Stryker’s mission, and that of his
talented group, changed. The PSA’s photographic unit was transferred to the
OWI, and their objective shifted from creating sympathy for the poor to
generating energy and support for the nation’s war effort.
Grateful to be working under Mr. Stryker, Esther dutifully discharged her
technical responsibilities. But her real ambition was to imprint her own
images onto the film, not to develop and print someone else’s. So, in her
off-hours Esther took pictures, creating her own photo essays. She started in
Dissin’s, her sister Enid’s home away from home, one of hundreds of private
residences that had been converted into boarding houses to accommodate
the huge influx of government workers. And that early series—
unselfconscious, clear-eyed, un-posed—epitomized the quality that marked
Esther’s style. It also produced some images that were iconic of the
working girl.
“Her many photographs, intimate moments of privacy—day-dreaming
out a window, napping on a couch, thumbing a magazine, arranging personal
objects on a dresser—offer a sense of stasis,” writes film historian and critic
Paula Rabinowitz, “of lives held in abeyance, waiting alone for an uncertain
future, as they depict women inventing independent lives during the
war....Alone and mobile, they are free from family scrutiny and control; yet
their availability is limited by the absence of men who have deserted this and
other urban spaces for war.”
Indeed, the photos comprising the Sea Grill Restaurant series could have
been prototypes for the Barbara Stanwyck and Rita Hayworth characters in
the movies of the late '40s—the seductive fortune hunters or the hardened
molls with a flicker of compassion in their hearts that they can’t quite snuff
out. These nighttime interiors more sharply reveal the hunger just hinted at
on the face of the lone radio listener.
In the photo captioned “Girl sitting alone in the Sea
a bar and
restaurant, waiting for a pickup,” we see a young woman, arms folded and
resting on the far end of a narrow, shiny bar, a cigarette in one pale hand, an
empty glass in front of her. Above her head is a large window, and on the
other
of the open blinds behind her, the backward neon letters affixed to
the window promise something “ON TAP” to the passersby outside. Her
strapless handbag and a large envelope lay on the booth seat next to her. She
is staring into space; her
face is luminous and longing. It is creamy and
human in a room that is all angles and shadow.
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Stryker was so impressed with Esther’s work that he started giving her
assignments, placing her in the same league as the great FSA photographers
whom she’d idolized.
In Germany, Leni Riefenstahl and other photographers and filmmakers
were creating wartime photographic propaganda as well, via posed, medium
shots of shining-eyed Hitler Youth and wide-angle vistas of hundreds of
marching feet and ecstatic faces, a choreography that would have made a
fascist Busby Berkeley proud. While the OWI’s approach was more nuanced,
according to photographer John Vachon, their mandate was clearly to depict
“shipyards, steel mills, aircraft plants, oil refineries, and always the happy
American worker.”
In support of that mission, Esther was given assignments that enabled
her to focus on everyday people engaged in ordinary activities, letting the
viewer’s knowledge of extraordinary times imbue the pictures with
greater meaning. In a landmark series titled Bus Story, she rode Greyhound
buses across the country, and while each image conveys a highly specific and
personal moment, in aggregate they form a grand narrative of a nation in
motion, a populace
and metaphorically driving through the night,
together, to a bright, new day.
But with the end of the
just as working women were herded back
into the home, so too were photojournalists assigned to more domestic
assignments. Robert Capa, who shot the only surviving still images of the
Normandy Invasion, was now shooting (and striking up an affair with) Ingrid
Bergman on her movie set. And, under the leadership of legendary photo
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editor John Morris, a woman’s magazine like the Ladies’ Home Journal was
able to attract top talent.
We’re all trying to learn how to live,” said Beatrice Blackmar Gould,
coeditor of the Ladies' Home Journal with her husband Bruce Gould in late
1939. “But
problem jumps out at us before we’re quite ready.
Adolescence—the boy next door. Marriage, for better or for worse—little,
demanding children—swiftly they, too,
rebellious teenagers. Soon
worrisome elderly
This is why women
to their neighbors. We
all need to learn. Men in their working day discuss details of their
professions. Women, in a sense, all have the same profession. They learn
constantly from others.”
From this realization sprang the idea for a series that continues (albeit as
an airbrushed, pastel shadow of its former self) to this day: “How America
Lives.” The Goulds’ idea was to choose an American family each month that
was struggling with the ordinary challenges that would, according to Bruce
Gould, “keep homemaking, food, and fashion material close to the realities of
ordinary existence,” depicting the family through words and photos.
Esther Bubley was an ideal photographer for this series. Unlike her
mentors and heroes, she had not made her reputation by showing her viewers
people and sights they would otherwise never see, not by displaying exotic
sites or disenfranchised citizens to those removed from them. Rather, the
subjects of her pictures—pictures meant to be viewed in mainstream
magazines in typical living rooms—were the same sort of people likely to be
viewing them.
Perhaps no How America Lives project better illustrates her
to
capture what no subjects would intentionally or voluntarily show than the
story that ran in the October 21, 1952 edition, “They Learned to
Again.”
“Meet Richard and Eugenia Simons, of Los Angeles, who faced marital
failure— and refused to surrender to it” announces the earnest subhead to
the story. Below the headline is a portrait of Walter A. Helfrich, Simonses’
counselor at the Los Angeles Institute of Family Relations—a middle-aged man
with a deeply lined brow, rimless glasses, pinstriped suit, and a gaze that is
remarkably direct and compassionate.
But it is the photo above the headline that is riveting. Behind a coffee
table cluttered with papers, cigarettes, a record jacket and a fluted candy bowl
is a couple on the couch, each with faces partially lit by perky, slightly
mismatched lamps on the two end tables. With feet crossed on the floor,
Genie Simons half-sits, half-lies with her head on the right arm of the couch,
one of her own arms cushioning her head, the other pressing into the
cushion in front of her. In this awkward pose she looks like she has toppled
over from exhaustion, but her fatigue is belied by her intent look at her
husband
Though his cuffs are still buttoned, his bowtie is undone and
his posture weary as he reclines into the opposite corner of the couch, right
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arm on its back, left arm bent, a cigarette dangling from his hand. They are
not touching, though Genie looks as though she would have been much
more comfortable with her feet in Dick’s lap. Even in profile, it’s clear that
Dick is gazing back at Genie with absolute seriousness.
The lamps, the record jacket, the loosened tie, and the slouched and
reclining bodies all signal to us that this is the end of a long day, but the
topic, even the emotional tenor of the conversation, isn’t obvious. They
could be discussing the kids, their finances, his job, the failing health of a
family friend—we just can’t
We don’t know if they’re connected by love,
by stubbornness, by a mutual, maddening inability to concede, but what is
evident is their absolute engagement with one another. We can’t take our
eyes off of them.

This image of Genie and Dick introduces the story. Then a progression
of skillfully cropped pictures—the Simons children doing their chores; Dick
and Genie each making their case to Dr. Helfrich; the family gathered for
bedtime stories; and finally, a solicitous Genie bending down to look into the
eyes of a pleased and receptive Dick, sitting in his armchair—show the tale of
this couple’s evolution from strained alienation to tender domesticity and,
miraculously, do so without a hint of falsity.
But there was one image in this series that was a little too true for Ladies'
Home Journal to publish.
We are looking at the
couch, the same coffee table, and the living
room is immaculate. Through the open French doors on the
we see the
dining room, the table cleared of everything but a sugar bowl and perfectly
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aligned salt and pepper shakers. But the chairs are askew, their odd angles as
though they were
abandoned without being pushed back to the table.
And sitting hunched over on the couch, one arm on her knees, her other
hand holding something indecipherable between thumb and forefinger, is
Genie. Her hair, though styled, is greasy and starting to fray, with shapeless
wisps marring its surface. Her head juts forward; her chin lifted just enough
to let her make eye contact with someone unseen across the room. There is
a puffy bag under her left eye, and her glare is paralyzing. Here, in this neat
and pristine room, all bare walls and orderly surfaces, she is absolutely
enraged.

***

How was Esther able to capture these images?
“She was invisible. This was one of her great talents,” notes her close
friend, photo editor Sally Forbes.
That observation was shared by others who knew her. Her sister-in-law
Frances recounts an overnight visit that Esther paid when Frances and Stanley
Bubley’s daughter Jean was a child:
“In the morning, an hour or two after breakfast, I asked, 'Aren’t you
going to take
pictures of Jean?’ And she told me she’d already shot two
rolls. I hadn’t even seen her pick up the camera.”
Esther’s nephew, Jerry Raines, tells a similar story. Following the death
of Esther’s brother-in-law, the family gathered at the home of her sister Claire
to
shiva. Months later Esther sent the family photos she had taken that
day, pictures that no one was aware of her having taken.
But being inconspicuous alone was not enough to explain the uncanny
intimacy of her pictures, even on the part of someone that Sally Forbes
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described as “the least extravagant, self-aggrandizing photographer who ever
lived.”
“She was straightforward and trustworthy, so people revealed
themselves,” notes Esther’s niece Jean. “She was also a very keen observer.
Nothing got past her. Even during her hospital stay the last month of her
life, she knew everyone from the doctors to the housekeeping staff and what
their duties were, who was competent and who wasn’t, and the latest gossip.
She could read people. She captured honest emotions, not facades.”
Esther Bubley brought great technical skill and a marvelous eye for
composition to her work. She never wasted a frame; indeed, she was the only
photographer whose sequence of contact prints - without a duplicate among
them -- was chosen by Edward Steichen for display at the Museum of
Modern Art precisely for the economical narrative they presented. Agility,
foresight, and patience are all demonstrated in her work. But so, too, is
diligence. Her notebooks and weekly calendars reveal her studious immersion
in her assignments, with lists of specialized terms and processes, from the use
of a macromolecular weight apparatus by scientists in a Pittsburgh hospital to
an exhaustive (and exhausting)
of household tasks performed by the
housewives she was shooting.
In all of the images associated with these journal entries, Esther’s genuine
interest infused each emulsified moment with backstory, one that still makes
us lean forward in our seats and try to read the enigmatic faces.
Witness the photograph of Peggy Coleman, the Housewife with 10
Thumbs that ran in the February 1950 issue of Ladies' Home Journal.
Chosen to illustrate the hardships and dreams of postwar urban families,
Peggy lived in a three-and-a-half-room Manhattan apartment with her
husband and two small children. In the story’s lead photo, Peggy, pert and
trim in her checked seersucker dress, holds a large piece of fabric. Her head
is turned and slightly cocked, her short but thick hair flairs out behind her, as
if she has just whipped her head around, and her expression is ... what?
Alert?
Troubled? All we know, without reading the caption, is that
we are transfixed by her dark eyes that, while staring intently, are looking
inward, as if she is straining to hear her own thoughts.

69 ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol14/iss1/30

70

Editors: Volume 14 (2009): Complete issue

Yalobusha Review

In this image, as in so much of Esther Bubley’s work, we’re witnessing
someone’s interior life. It is a mesmerizing privilege and
know it.
We’ also witnessing a brief, crucial inflection point in the history of
photography. This “invisible” woman—childless, only briefly married, quiet,
self-reliant, nonmaterialistic except for her indulgence in good and good
looking shoes—made photography an intimate art.
Esther Bubley reached professional prominence in post-war,
affluent America, when magazines like the Ladies' Home Journal replaced
exposure with empathy, added generous helpings of practicality and
patriotism, and created the comforting broth that would serve as the cultural
nourishment for Oprah and other celebrity helpers of today.
But unlike today’s “reality” shows and social media ethos that demands,
as YouTube does on its home page—that you “Broadcast yourself!”—Esther
Bubley’s print documentaries were captured, not constructed. They
uncovered the breathtaking in the mundane and manifested
lives of
common people, unstaged and miraculously recognized.
That’s not to say that her palette was small. On the contrary, in her
assignments for the Standard Oil Company (New Jersey), Pan American
World Airways, Pepsi-Cola International, Life, the Children’s Bureau, the
Pittsburgh Photographic Archive, and UNICEF, she traveled the world,
shooting everything from oil refineries in Aruba to Berbers in Morocco.
But this work—shot largely indoors and revealing the internal lives of her
subjects—epitomized an approach that was unique not just in its skill, but in
the brief American cultural period that informed it. Esther came of
professionally in a time in which aspiring to live an average life was the
highest ideal. While she shared the same progressive impulses that fueled the
photojournalists who had reached their prime a decade before her, unlike
them, she did not treat her subjects as icons. She quietly celebrated the
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fullness of the ordinary.
Henri Cartier-Bresson wrote of taking photographs that “It is putting
one’s head, one’s eye, and one’s heart on the same axis.” Though far more
eloquent with her images than her words, this entry from Esther Bubley’s
diary confirms the truth of those words and reveals what the few posed
pictures of her never

Feb. 18 1952 Rome Italy. The Realta Hotel in a white room with watermelon
curtains. I think that the wonderful thing that is happening or has happened to
me is that I am growing up; or I am grown up and enjoying it. I have found the
human race. It is like finding
's family at last.
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Michele Lesko

A Measure of Worth
The first technician turns my head
away. Don't move. She says after
divining the perfect position: forced
forward, crushed between steel plates

my flesh curdles.

Each consecutive tech lets me down
easy with
of survival and pincurled pink ribbon. Enter three green
and sterile surgeons, each with his own

gift, an everyday procedure
they concur, while their cutting fingers
twitch like Quintianus in love. Nearby

a cathedral’s noon bells peal, startle me
with echoes of St. Agatha’s ecstatic misery.

I want to die intact, yet
Doctor Barber preys on both breasts: get
all the cells gone wild. Mountebank wants

to rebuild—bigger, firmer, while Caduceus
speaks of caution, seeking to cut off
just the one—for now.
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Iliana Rocha

A Body Becomes Less
There are times when what holds me together are the soft ribs
of a fruit, a state’s anatomy—
a heart in somersault.
You & your bulimia of confessions: you making love to the sofa,
you & clowns.
A gift from me is fear, a giant hollow horse. My torn,
tiny bird, a violin asleep
on the ground.
A little lower, you see the stars,
cower in the very question my body raised.

You put your fingertip out on the clusterfuck
of leaves—
& I am anything but the beat of a rocking chair.

Our voices are nothing if not vibrations, bodies
nothing more
than a small collection of private fires.
I try to tell you this.

When sleep finally comes, keep your dandelions. Let mine
be a funeral of stalks.
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Lanessa Miller

Barbie Looks Left
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Brief Interviews
Lynda Barry
Ifyou could have lunch with any monster, alive or dead or somewhere in
between, who, or what, would you choose and why?

Oh this is a good question! Because there are so many I would like to have
lunch with for so many reasons, except I would not want to be killed by
them.
I have to ask for the special power of being able to have lunch or a
cocktail with them but not be killed by them, OK? I’d like to have drinks
with Dracula because I’m interested in people who have no reflection. That
is to say, no capacity for reflection. He can’t see himself, and I’d love to have
drinks with Medusa because she also has a problem with mirrors except she
can’t stand to see
Again, no capacity for reflection. I think it might
be possible to talk to both of them if I wore big mirrored sunglasses. And I
would love to see the two of them together at the same table. It would
nice to see Dracula try to bite Medusa on the neck and then all the snakes on
her head bite him on the face.

If I saw that, I would remember that day forever.

Let's pretend for a moment that your life had a soundtrack. Please name and
explain five songs that might be part of it.
The first one would be this folk song from the Philippines we sang a lot
when I was a kid. I only know the phonetic way of spelling it “Chit-chi-ritchit, ah-li-bahng-bahng,” and all I know is it’s about a cockroach. This is a
perfect example of how kids of immigrants often don’t learn to speak the
language of their parents. I grew up hearing Tagalog every single day, and I
can’t speak it. I know songs like this one, but I can’t tell you what the words
mean. It’s an experience shared by a lot of people whose parents were born
in other countries.

The second one would be “Moonlight Swim” by Elvis, from the Blue Hawaii
album. My family was
for Elvis, and the ones that didn’t speak fluent
English could still sing along with his records kind of like I could sing along
with songs in Tagalog and not know what I was singing. I was a pretty
devoted hula dancer for most of my childhood. I took hula dancing classes
twice a week for six years and I adored it. And I adored Elvis. I had a dream
once where he and I kissed while we were both wearing barrels with

75 ■

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol14/iss1/30

76

Editors: Volume 14 (2009): Complete issue

Yalobusha Review

suspenders on them. That was something I saw in cartoons, that was the
symbol for naked, wearing a barrel.
Third, “Say it Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud” by James Brown. That was a
big song on
street and everybody sang it during kickball games on the
corner. It was a mostly Black and Asian neighborhood, and it didn’t seem
weird for all of us to be singing it. To us, Black meant more than the color
of your skin. It was an attitude. Even when we chanted “Burn Baby Burn”
and “Kill Whitey,” it never occurred to me that I might possibly be “Whitey.”
We also practiced pimp-walking quite a bit. It’s harder than it looks.

Fourth: “Cheri Amor” by Stevie Wonder. That was my crooning song of
love to whoever I was in love with when it played. I thought it was the most
beautiful melody I’d ever heard, and I still feel that way about it. I can
remember sitting on my front steps with this little radio and looking through
the telephone wires at the moon and singing it, and really feeling the tide of
and crying because of the feeling, and my brother walking out and
totally busting me, laughing at me.

Fifth: “Polk-Salad Annie” by Tony Joe White. I shop-lifted that record.
That was a song I was ready to go to jail for. I have no idea what drove
so wild about that song, but I played it a million times over and over. The
mumbling in the beginning, his accent, his weird-ass grunting, sudden guitar
spaz-outs and the lyrics— what that song was about I had no idea. I still
don’t know if it’s Polk-Salad or Poke-Salad, but the idea of someone singing
so hard about salad just got to

Ifyour thirteen-year-old self showed up right now, what's the first question she
would ask you! How would the now-you answer!
She would ask me if I had any pot. I would say no and we would both be
very sad about that fact.
What's your favorite euphemism for sex!

I don’t have a favorite euphemism, but I have one that creeps me out—
someone was telling me he’ had sex with someone named Sheila, and he
said “I had a passage with Sheila”—he called it “a passage”. For some reason
it really made my skin crawl.
If a 1950s-style London police box appeared outside your door one day, and the
man inside said he could take you anywhere in space and time, where would you
go! What would you do! Why!
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Well, of course I’d have to ask again for the power to not die, and to be able
to return intact. Then, I’d ask to be taken to the thing that is just before the
beginning of Space and Time. The starting point. I’d like to go there.

What superpower would

NOT want to have?

Oh. This one is a good one. What superpower would I not want to have?
Well, the one that comes to mind instantly is I would not want to have the
power to read people’s minds. And the reason is I would actually love to have
that power more than
other power, but I know that I would not use it
for good. I would take advantage of this superpower constantly and in a way
that I could not control, because it would be too tempting. That would be
my Lord of the Rings ring that I should never put on
finger. But it would
be great to be cursed with it for a little while.

Tung-Hui Hu

If
could have lunch with any monster, alive or dead or somewhere in
between, who, or what, would
choose and why?

The most monstrous lunch I could have would be a Luther Burger, which is
a bacon cheeseburger on a grilled Krispy Kreme donut cut in half.

Let's pretend for a moment that your life had a soundtrack. Please name and
explain five songs that might be a part of it.
The Luther Burger is named in honor of Luther Vandross, the talented
American vocalist. Some of his songs I would include on
soundtrack are:
“For You to Love” (1989), “Endless Love” (with Mariah Carey, 1994),
“Love is On the Way” (1993), “Your Secret Love” (1996), and “Power of
Love/Love Power” (1991).

Ifyour thirteen-year-old self showed
right now, what's the first question he
would ask you? How would
answer?

My thirteen-year-old self would probably ask: “What’s your favorite
euphemism for sex?”
What's your favorite euphemism for sex?

“Bang” and “boink,” two words that seem onomatopoetic but
that have never happened to me during sex.

sounds
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If a 1950s-style London police box appeared outside your door one day, and the
man inside said he could take you anywhere in space and time, where would you
go? What would you do? Why?

Where: San Francisco. When: The end of time. What: In-n-Out Burger. Why:
To see if the universe ends with a bang or a whimper.
What superpower would

NOT want to have?

Decline to state.

James Kimbrell
Ifyou could have lunch with any monster, alive or dead or somewhere in
between, who, or what, would you choose and why?

That's easy: Cookie Monster! As a lover of cookies and monsters, this choice
is an obvious one for me. We'd have lunch a little south of Oxford in Hot
Coffee, Mississippi, again, for obvious reasons.
Let's pretend for a moment that your life had a soundtrack. Please name and
explain five songs that might be a part of
Track 1: “Love Hurts” by Nazareth because it was my favorite song in first
grade. I'd call AM 62JDX and request it and then wait by the radio until
they finally played 3 days later, the bums.

Track 2: “Love Hurts” by The Flying Burrito Brothers, because if there's one
song better than Track 1, this is it.
Track 3: “Wildwood Flower” by The Carter Family, because I too will twine
with my mangles and raven black hair, whatever the hell that means.
Track 4: “He Stopped Loving Her Today” by George Jones, because it's so
damn sad it makes me want to crank up the riding mower and drive into
town for another case of Pabst.
Track 5: “Boogie Nights” because when they played it in 1979 the black
light came on and my white t-shirt would glow beneath my overalls and I'd
slip my fat handled comb into
back pocket and speed off around the
corner on the fastest 8 wheels in the universe so that everyone at Candle
Stick Skate Rink in Jackson, Ms, circa 1979, could bare witness to my
undying disco testament to the courage and honor and hope and pride and
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compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past.
Ifyour thirteen-year-old self showed up right now, what's the first question he
would ask you? How wou d you answer?
Q: Got five bucks? I'll wash your car.
A: No, but here's a buck. Go get me some damn Skoal.

What's your favorite euphemism for sex?
William Shakespeare’s “The beast with two backs” has always been a great
one, although I suppose it might exclude certain positions, and “beast” is
hardly euphemistic. So, scratch that. How about “bumping fuzz,” “skinning
the squirrel” or “teleporting the dream monkey via the tunnel of love” or
“bobcatting” or, in the case of sexual difficulties of various ilk, as in should
the shoe not fit so well, “throwing a hot dog down the hallway” or, should
the fault lie with the other party, “like trying to shove a wet rag into a coke
bottle.” Or, if you're a Republican, “
baby drill!” Thank god
don't
have to hear that anymore... Are ya’ll going to get in trouble for this?

If a 1950s-style London police box appeared outside your door one day, and the
man inside said he could take
anywhere in space and time, where would you
go? What would you do? Why?
I’d go to London, around 1950 say, and I’d find one of those police boxes,
and wait for some unsuspecting bloke to drop by, then I’d offer to take him
anywhere in space and time, because what is space and time if not one mirror
facing another? Otherwise, I'd go center stage of the Soul Train and get my
funky ass groove on, because American Band Stand ain’t nothing but a stone
cold lie, honkey.

What superpower would

NOT want to have?

The ability to wear those geeky p.j.s under my coat and tie, cause if I was a
superpower wielding bad ass, I’d be going commando pretty much 24/7 so
that when I shape-shifted myself into the form of a timber wolf or the
world's most rabid armadillo, I wouldn't get all tripped up in some elastic
waste band.

Barry Kitterman
If you could have lunch with
monster, alive or dead or somewhere in
between, who, or what, would you choose and why?
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I would have lunch with one of those vampire dudes, maybe the original
vampire, Count Dracula, and I'd take him somewhere for fresh organic
vegetables, because what most people don't know is organic vegetables are
death to vampires, and I’ make him eat a whole plateful of something like
Swiss Chard, and just before he died, I’d say “that's what you get for making
people write all those stupid stories.”

Let's pretend for a moment that your life had a soundtrack. Please name and
explain five songs that might be a part of it.
1. Aaron Copeland’s “Fanfare for the Common Man.” That’s me, common
as dirt. Plus Copeland is getting away with appropriating a lot of stuff he
didn’t really write, and I’d like to get away with more of that.
2. Eddie Cleanhead Vincent’s “Cleanhead Blues.” Folks call me Mr.
Cleanhead, cause my head is bald on top It says Clean is Beautiful.

3. Ken Hicks’ “For All The Good People” -- I've known some good
people.
4. Eric Clapton’s “Leila” in its original loud and
version. Because it's
cool, and it even sounded cool on a crappy VW car radio circa 1971.

5. Bill Evans’”Here’s That Rainy Day.” And if you
find the version
Sarah Vaughn sang, I would really like to have it. It’s the most beautiful song
ever.
Ifyour thirteen-year-old self showed
right now, what’s the first question she
[sic] would ask you? How would
answer!
“She” would say, what’s up with the sex change?

What’s your favorite euphemism for sex?
E-mailing an old friend. (Excuse me while I go have a cigarette.) [Editor’s
note: This interview was conducted via e-mail.]
If a 1950s-style London police box appeared outside your door one day, and the
man inside said he could take you anywhere in space and time, where would you
go? What would you do? Why?
I'm not exactly sure what a London police box is. We didn't have them
where I grew up. But if it's like a time machine—hell yes, we had those.
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I would go talk to Jesus. I would like to see what the man looked like and
hear his voice. And I would ask him if he knew
funny stories.
Why?

I like funny stories.

What superpower would
All the ones I have

NOT want to have?

working out pretty good. How about you?
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Catherine Jagoe

To My Parents on the Day of the Dead
You’re perfectly fine
but I’ve been noticing
you
more slowly now uphill
it
you forever to read
fine print
and your house
has started to smell
orderly and tranquil
like the houses
of my grandparents.
I’ve begun to fear your death.
When I’ve been swimming in the sun
a spasm of remembered dread runs through me
at the thought of winter,
how it will come on
no matter what.

Today as I rake the last leaves
beneath the mulberry tree
I remember when you told me about leaf mold
how the old leaves make potent soil
how their dead bodies
nourish the new seeds.
I lean on the rake and look
This is the first time
I’ve seen the way that dying
clears things out.
How when all the leaves
gone
you see out and up, with no obstructions.
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Richard Boada

The Ovation
This morning I swept the abbey grounds,
raised hours, looked for Thomas Merton’s
grave. Like the Trappist, my prayer was labor.
Giant, dry poplar leaves under my feet
lauded, their song sent off rhizomed earth
up limestone sepulchers. In the gift shop,
Abbot Bernard gave me a hunk of bourbon fudge
and directions to the headstone. I never found

Merton, but dulled letters announced others, priests
and sisters long part of Kentucky. Still, I wanted vigil
for Father Louis, as he was known here. Where to leave
the soil from Prades, carried so long in this breast pocket?
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Casey Kait

Year of the Dog
Meili met us at the door of the restaurant. She kissed my head as my
father and I entered, and when he wasn’t looking, she slipped me a thin, red
envelope. It had a bright-purple ship and two fat goldfish dancing on a
turquoise sea. There was a gold border like a Greek key, and gold characters
that I couldn’t read. I knew what was inside—a crisp twenty dollar bill—
as every New Year.
My father had been her ESL teacher in Paterson, and each year it seemed
there was a new wave of students from another part of the world. Julya, a
Russian student, gave me a plump nesting doll. Phuong made me special
tiny Vietnamese spring rolls wound tight as cigarillos. The students fawned
over me, sent little gifts home with
father, a token of their appreciation.
But it was Meili who really spoiled me. She had two sons and told me I was
her adopted daughter.
I slipped the envelope into my coat pocket and ran my thumb over its
bumpy surface. I loved Meili’s presents. They were grown-up and seemed
expensive. She had given me two necklaces, a gold chain with three small,
gold balls strung on it, and a silver one with a jade pendant in the shape of a
heart. There were clothes, earrings, a Gucci watch, a Fendi bag—fake, of
course. And for the New Year, always a red envelope with a twenty-dollar bill
that carried the scent of her perfume and the mustiness of a bank vault.
At
I saw her only at school events—the annual party or the one day
each summer the class drove to the beach. But, over time, she’d stop by
when I got home from school with containers of noodles or dumplings that
she had made. “So Mommy doesn’t have to cook tonight, okay?” We
started to love her. All of us.
Meili’s thick, black hair was permed, and she had it pinned up on one
side with a shiny metal comb. She was wearing high heels, and I remember
thinking they made her look younger than she actually was. She didn’t look
like anyone’s mom.
It was cold outside—and noisy—and, even from inside the restaurant, we
could hear the crashing of cymbals in the street rising and falling with the
head of the dragon. It was the Year of the Dog.
Meili’s sons were seated at a large round table not far from the door.
Sammy was almost 13,
as I was, and Peter—Little Pete we called him,
because
father’s name was also Pete was almost nine.
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“Over here, over here!”
Little Pete jumped up and down, waving his arms so my father would
notice him over the chaos of the restaurant. Sammy elbowed him in the ribs.
“Shut up, everyone is looking at you.”
But everyone was not looking. No one was looking—it was the busiest
day of the year.
were eating lunch and talking, orders were shouted
across the room, and the three of us went unnoticed as we made our way
between the round ruby tables over to the boys.
My father was in a sour mood, but his face brightened a little as Meili
ordered for us and made sure our plates were full. She knew us well, and my
father and I trusted her judgment completely. Soup dumplings, egg custards,
congee, fish balls, steamed pork buns—yes. Ox marrow, chicken claws, tea
eggs—no. She wanted to make us happy, and the best way she knew how to
do that was to make sure we were fed. Even when we swore we couldn’t eat
another bite, she ignored us and motioned to one of the carts nearby. Plate
after plate came, and waiters stamped their names on the card that stood in
an empty plastic water cup in the center of the table.
“How’s basketball going, Sammy?” my father asked.
“I got cut.”
“Well, it’s their loss,” my father said, running his hand through his curly
hair and brushing crumbs of fried wonton skins from his overgrown
mustache. He sounded like a jackass whenever he tried to talk to Sammy.
Maybe it was his age, maybe it was just that he knew the score, but Sammy
was the only one who really saw through my father’s bullshit, and I loved
him for it.
“I don’t want Sammy playing basketball,” Meili jumped in. “Those boys
are too big.” But Sammy was big; he was tall, at least, and lean. He had
grown a lot in the past year, and recently, he had sprouted a thin line of black
hair on his upper lip.
“I’m taking tennis lessons,” said Little Pete. My father played tennis,
and Little Pete shared my father’s interest just as they shared the
name.
“Good. Good for you. You’ll be a good player, Pete. I
tell because
you always keep your eye on the ball. I’ve seen you. That’s the most
important thing about tennis, keeping your eye on the ball. That and always
follow through.” My father made a backhand swing in
motion to
demonstrate. Little Pete mimicked his stroke, but before he could complete
it, my father corrected his grip on the imaginary racquet. Sammy rolled his
eyes and got up from the table.
“I’m going to the bathroom. I don’t feel so good.”
I thought, Feel well. You don't feel well. I was my father’s daughter after
all.
“What’s wrong, Sammy?” Meili asked, but Sammy was already out of
sight.
“Pete, I’ll lend you a book I have,” my father said. “It’s called The Inner
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Game of Tennis. It’s about relaxation and concentration, and it’ll help you
with your swing.”
My father was always recommending this book. He made me read it to
improve my “piano game,” and he lent it to just about everyone he met.
The book was as dry as the paper it was printed on, and the idea of Little
Pete sitting down to read it was ridiculous and almost too much to bear.
The kid was no prodigy, tennis or otherwise, and I thought of telling Sammy
when he got back what an idiot my father had sounded like. But, when he
finally returned to the table, I lost my nerve. Each time we met it was harder
to talk to him. Sammy sat with his arms crossed and stared straight ahead as
my father sucked on the cartilage of a rib tip and finished whatever was left
on the table.
“Where’s your mom?” Sammy said.
“She’s got a migraine,” I said.
My parents had been fighting that morning. When they stopped I heard
my mom crying in the bathroom. She was running a hot bath. I could hear
her over the rush of water. She said she wouldn’t be coming out with us; she
had a headache, a migraine. She didn’t want any Chinese food; any fucking
Chinese food is actually what she said. She said she didn’t give two shits for
Chinese New Year, and the MSG was bad for her head anyway.
“Susan’s been a little under the weather,”
father said.
“Uh-huh,” Sammy said. “I want to go home, Ma. I don’t feel too good.
My stomach hurts.”
“Papa’s not coming to get us until seven o’clock,” said Meili.
“How is Cha Li?” My father could ask anyone anything and sound like
he really meant it. Maybe he did, I don’t know. I had only recently learned
her husband’s real name. For the longest time I thought his name was
Charlie, and it was Meili’s thick accent that made it sound Chinese. But I
was the one who had been mispronouncing it all this time.
“He’s working,” she said. “Always working. I don’t see him no more.”
“Anymore,” my father corrected. “I don’t see him anymore.”
“I don’t see him anymore,” Meili repeated.
“Ma,
stomach.”
“Don’t complain, we’ll go to Mr. Shen and get you something for it.”
Meili cupped
chin in her hand and inspected
face. “Getting so pretty,
we have to lock you up from the boys, eh?” she teased. I turned red, and my
father beamed.
My father paid the bill, and Meili forced the boys to thank both of us. I
was so embarrassed. I hadn’t done anything. It wasn’t my money. Sammy
grumbled something under his breath, and my father made a big show about
it being his pleasure and everything.
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The streets were packed, and my father said, “If anyone gets separated, we’ll
all meet by the bank on the corner of Mott and Canal.” He was really
speaking to
Sammy and Little Pete had Chinese class on Bayard and
knew the area better than anyone, and whether it was intentional or not, I
was glad that I hadn’t been singled out as the one who could get lost.
On the way to Mr. Shen’s Apothecary, we stopped at the street vendors
selling bumpy lychee fruit, little doughnuts, red bean cakes, almond cookies.
Little Pete and I shared a bag of peanuts, while Meili and my father collected
red plastic
filled with treats. Sammy ran ahead, and our parents fell
behind. I kept turning back to see where they were. There they were by the
fish market. There they were by the bakery. There they were, arm in arm,
by the cobbler; Meili’s fluffy head rested on my father’s thick winter coat.
Before I could even register what I was seeing, they had disappeared into the
crowd.
“Hold on, Little Pete. Hold on,” I said. “Let’s wait for them to catch
up.” We stopped in front of a souvenir shop. There was a plastic box with
turtles no bigger than
thumb. There were windup frogs whose legs
splashed in a tub, and toy birds that chirped and flew in perfect circles over
our heads. The ground was littered with confetti and long, red strips of
spent caps. Little Pete stomped on them, looking for the ones that hadn’t yet
popped. He found a few, and we jumped at the loud, unexpected crack they
made.
“Where’s Sammy?”
“I don’t know,” I said. He had been walking ahead of everyone, with
his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his ski jacket.
I let Little Pete go into the store to warm up and look around while I
stayed out front. Every once in a while, he would run out to show me
something. A finger lock, a paper yo-yo, a dead scorpion in a small jar.
Almost a half an hour had passed, and I thought about getting Little
Pete and walking to the big bank on Canal where we said we’d meet just in
case. Maybe they were looking for us. But just as I was about to call him out
of the store, I spotted them. They were across the street, standing in front of
a restaurant with a plate glass window. My father held
in his arms. She
was crumpled over, heaving with deep breaths. He held her like that for a
while until he grabbed her by the arms and gave her a little shake, not rough
or anything, but like he did when I was in trouble and he wanted to make
sure I had heard him.
He let go of her, and she collapsed to the ground. One of her shoes fell
off, a pointy, red pump, and my father got on his knees to get it for her.
Had I ever seen him on his hands and knees? He held out the shoe for her,
but she rolled onto her side and buried her face in her hands. They were still
clutching the red plastic bags. People walking by started to look. My father
was crouching next to her, and I could see him saying to people who passed
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that she was all right. It's okay. Never mind. We're fine, thank you.
He stood up and was talking to her. He held out his hand to help her
up, and she smacked it away. She shouted something, but whether it was at
my father or the people walking by I’m not sure. He stood there while she
yelled. If I were him I would have gotten as far away from her as I could,
but he didn’t move from her side. He just stood there while she threw a fit.
He was stoic as he could be when I was wild, and I knew her frustration at
having him stand there expressionless. I could tell he was saying, I’m
disappointed in you. I expect better ofyou.
When she had finally gone quiet, he grabbed her up by the shoulders.
Her limbs were loose as a doll’s. They looked each other in the eye, and,
after a moment, my father handed her the shoe. She put it on and turned to
the restaurant they were standing in front of. There were ducks hanging in
the window; their long necks gawked at the scene outside, their heads hung
in shame. Long strips of pork ribs glistened, and men in white chef’s hats
folded wontons at lightning speed. They didn’t seem to notice as
used
the window as a mirror to fix her hair.
I could hear cymbals crashing again. They were getting louder and
louder as the dragon approached. It was coming down the street, blessing
each of the stores one by one. My body vibrated with the sound. Blood
pulsed in my temples. I stood there staring at him, at them, unafraid that
they would see me. Of course they weren’t looking for us kids.
Someone shoved me. It was Sammy. He pushed me out of the way so
the dragon could enter the souvenir shop.
“Where’s Pete?” he said.
I almost said, Over there, there with your mother. Don’t
see them?
Don’t you see what’s going on? But he was talking about Little Pete. “He’s
inside,” I said.
“Better be,” he said.
The wind cut down the street, and
cheeks stung. “Why do you hate
me?” It was all I could think to say.
“I hate her," he said.
I hated her too. I hated both of them. I hated Sammy too, for saying it
out loud, and I hated my mother for staying home.
“I’m going inside,” I said. “Tell them we’re in here, if they come.”
“Here, this is for your mother.” He handed me a paper bag from Mr.
Shen’s. Inside there was a brown paper pouch that had been folded.
gold
sticker held the corners together. It smelled like ginger and rotting fruit. It
smelled like lilies. “It’s for her migraine,” he said.
I blushed, and I knew I’d never give it to my mother.
I went inside the shop and found Little Pete. I told him he could have
the finger lock and the paper yo-yo, but not the scorpion. I told him he
could have one of those little drums that you rub between your hands, and a
cat figurine with yellow glass eyes that was covered in rabbit fur, and a snow
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globe with a green plastic Buddha inside. I told him to pick out a red paper
lantern, not one of the small ones, but not the biggest one either, one with a
gold tassel and a fake jade bead. I laid everything out on the counter and
grabbed a handful of ginger candies, the kind that come folded in waxed
paper. It came to $20.13, and I put back two of the candies and pulled the
red envelope from my pocket. I handed the cashier my twenty dollar bill,
but I kept the envelope.
Meili and my father were waiting outside the shop. She was wearing a
pair of Chanel sunglasses,
as a pair she had given me. Sammy stood
with his hands in his pockets, kicking at the trash on the sidewalk.
“We’re going home,” my father said.
Meili tried to kiss me again, but I pulled away. I wish I hadn’t, but I
did. I could hear Little Pete playing with the toy drum—piong, piong,
piong—as my father and I walked down the street to our car.
It was only late afternoon, but the sun was gone, and the sky and
melted into a gray smudge. We drove home over the bridge, and when we
got to the Jersey side, I started to cry, and my father let me.
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Tobacco Tears

Lanessa Miller
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Heather Cousins

Late
Everything that comes to Northern Michigan
comes late to Northern Michigan.
The sun that rises on us has already
on the Atlantic Ocean and its jumping fish;
the black brothers of Philadelphia standing
in a circle, fists dug like roots into pockets;
the Connecticut gardener holding a wooden-handled
spade, mixing grinds and eggshells; the New York
train master, brass keys wrangling on a gray cord,
taking tickets from people who
going somewhere:
click, click. Click, click.

Spring has already
lit the azaleas in the South, Savannah’s pink
and white and soft conceit; it’s already
greened Kentucky and Tennessee,
chased across pastures, up the river banks,
and it’s crawling up the blue mountains
like a flame, like a maniac, like a sex tingle.
Even in Ohio, the crocuses
pushing up
their sharp white and purple heads.
In Michigan, we’re still waiting to see a robin.
He won’t come until the snow is gone,
and the snow keeps coming back.
Robin, robin red breast, we soft voice,
afraid of the scrape of our own warbler.
We look at our fences and trees. The snow is
flecked with pebbles and gray, edged
with mud. It’s not the snow of winter’s clean.
He’ll come to us like the Old Testament—
a bird, a sign.
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We’re cold and white and tired.
When we step outside to open the rusty mailbox—
bills, bills, bills—our boots splash through slush
and slide with mud. The bitters in the wind crack
our lips and sting our noses. But it’s not trying
to bury us
longer. Sharp like smelling salts,
it’s trying to wake us up.
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Doug Ramspeck

An Apologia for Marriage
After one of those wintry days
when the paper birches were skeletal
in the open field, and beyond our eyelids
the years were slipping one against another,
moving like the slow alluvial passage
of the river that now, now in January,
interrogated us with its frozen stillness,
we drove to help our neighbors
whose house and barn had been consumed
in a great fire that had blindfolded the sky
with heavy low-slung clouds.
In another life we had dreamed
of smoke like that rising into the air,
had believed that the sky would welcome
it as fog and would make of the offering
an incorporeal mountain we could climb.
The moon was sick with smoke, and the stars
couldn’t believe that anything could reach
that high, could exist outside the body,
which was why,
knew, the distances
seemed so great. When we stepped
from the car and began helping
our neighbors sort through what was
of their belongings, separating what was
lost from what was damaged,
a light snow began drifting from the sky,
falling against us as forgotten ash.
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Doug Ramspeck

Accustomed Hour
The day is a body dragged from the congealing waters. She watches from the
window.

Imagines that the yellow flags and Spanish moss and swamp lilies
a
reliquary. Imagines the dull light behind the tupelos and willows claiming the
hour.
What she asks of the morning is that a body learns to breathe once more,
that the pale skin of day rises from the swamp like an alligator snapping turtle
appearing with its plated carapace amid the pickerelweeds.

Her husband and children
still asleep, so this is the moment to conjure a
life from the clamoring of wood storks, from the sweetgum trees oozing
from open wounds the bitter resin.

Here is where the dead form as green muck in the stagnant shallows, where
the morning falls as ash into the duckweeds.
She imagines the hours rising from the alluvium, the hours possessed at last
in the small light.
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